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The universe is the mirror in which we can contemplate
only what we have learned to know in ourselves.
- Italo Calvino
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Chapter 1: Opening

In the summer, my brother Ben and my sister Shannon and I, along with our spouses and
children, spent Sunday afternoons and evenings at my father’s house. He and his second wife,
Kitty, insisted on hosting weekly dinners, as if we were a normal family. In the hot, sultry
afternoons, the kids swam in the pool while the adults looked on from the conservatory filled
with banana plants and birds of paradise.
In the sitting area, my sister Shannon, my brother Ben and I had just started a thousandpiece jigsaw puzzle—this time, an image of a 1930s Vogue magazine cover—on a large coffee
table surrounded by vintage wicker furniture.
“Hand me that straight edge,” I said to Shannon, pointing. “The one with the red spot.”
She picked up a puzzle piece, but I shook my head. “Not that one. The one next to it.”
Shannon passed me the piece I wanted, but it didn’t fit. The never-ending jigsaw puzzle was
something Kitty had started years ago, when she moved in with our father. By then, we had
learned that our mother was dying, and for months, neither Ben, Shannon nor I would touch the
puzzle. And so it sat, accumulating dust, pieces scattered across the table, forlorn and unsolved.
Finally, one afternoon, the desire to bring order to the chaos, to put the image together again, got
the best of me. Ever since, there’s always been a jigsaw puzzle going at my father’s. You can
learn a lot about a person by the way they approach a puzzle. For example, Ben and I always
started by finding the straight edges and building out the perimeter, while Shannon liked to find
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and build out details in the image and then attach them together. In the end, our differing
approaches resulted in a lot of solved puzzles. And the sense of accomplishment, that surge of
adrenaline when the last piece snapped into place and the picture was complete, was great.
Solving puzzles was one of the few things my siblings and I enjoyed doing together, now that we
were adults.

My father and Kitty were already seeing each other at the time of my parents’ divorce. I
suspected they’d been together for years, but they never admitted it. Not to me, anyway. In Dad
and Kitty’s world, everything was always fine, great, fabulous. Especially when it came to their
life together. And what wasn’t fine and great and fabulous about living half the year at an
oceanfront villa in Palm Beach, and the other half at a sprawling wooded estate up north? Their
Indianapolis property, tucked into a little-known pocket of the northeastern side of the city, was
set back from the street and surrounded by old shade trees, perched on the edge of the Fall Creek
Valley, overlooking the undulating riparian forest that led to the waterway. The forest was a
place apart, enchanted, so different from the surrounding flatlands of the encroaching city,
scraped clean first for farming, then for housing. But the deep ravines and steep ridges—
violently forged when the glaciers of the last ice age collapsed and retreated—saved the trees
from the sharp bite of the settler-colonials’ axes: the land was too rugged to farm; it wasn’t worth
clearing, and so the property contained giant old beech trees, towering black walnuts, sycamores,
oaks and pines, most of the trees over one hundred and fifty years old. Which in our area was
ancient indeed.
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Before my parents purchased the place from my grandparents, they—my father’s
parents—lived here for thirty years. They were the ones who restored the old arts and crafts
mansion, which had fallen into disrepair over the decades, its terraces and grounds reclaimed by
the surrounding forest. Creeping vines covered the river stone and stucco exterior; scrub trees
broke through pavers on the pool terrace, the pool itself cracked and empty save for a scummy
little swamp in the deep end. A colony of raccoons held court in the attic. Water stains spread
across the ceilings like poisoned cumulous clouds. But the mess didn’t deter my grandparents;
they saw the place’s good bones, its spectacular features—the black walnut-paneled library; the
dozen fireplaces; the soaring entryway—not to mention the spectacular property it sat on. My
grandparents knew they could bring the place back to its former glory. It took years, and they
didn’t move in until my father was a junior in high school. But thereafter, my father always
implied that the house was ancestral, that it had been built by his family ages ago—family who
had always been in real estate—and had been passed down, from generation to generation. But
none of it was true. In fact, the house had been built by a man who made a fortune in the early
automobile era, when Indianapolis was the center of racing, when the brickyard was a test track
for some of the fastest and most beautiful cars ever built. Never mind that our family had nothing
to do with the building of the house or with the early auto industry: “We saved it from the
bulldozers,” my father said, “so we deserve the credit.”

It was my habit to take a walk in the woods during the cocktail hour. I always went to the
shell cottage—our name for the old limestone chapel built by the early auto magnate’s devout
wife a century ago—to clear my mind, to escape the otherwise unavoidable discussions Kitty and
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my father always initiated based on questionable information they’d found in memes on the
pages of conservative Facebook groups. Every Sunday it was the same:
“Can you please stop it with all the memes?” Ben would say, catching his wife, Sarah’s
eye. Sarah would shift uncomfortably from one foot to the other, staring intently at the floor. Ben
was the youngest sibling by more than ten years. Sarah worked for Planned Parenthood.
“Why would you answer phones for such a shady group,” Kitty always said. “What a
waste of your talent.”
“Actually, I’m the Director of Development,” Sarah explained to Kitty for the thousandth
time.
“Working a job is great and all,” my husband Grant would say, trying to change the
subject. “But it takes a lot of initiative to be an entrepreneur like Jules. Did she tell you about her
latest inspiration?”
“No,” Ben would say. “I can’t begin to imagine.”
“Tell him, Jules.”
“Another time,” I’d say. “Right now, I’m taking a break before jumping in with both feet.
Again.” I wasn’t sure I wanted to open and run yet another expensive, quirky retail shop; I was
already swimming in debt. Grant wanted me to open a zero-waste store in which the products
were sold in bulk and consumers would bring their own glass jars and reusable bags to put
everything in. He thought it could be my breakthrough idea; he thought I could franchise it and
be the McDonalds of zero-waste stores. Or something like that. On Sundays, it was always the
same conversation: Grant talking about my businesses, while Kitty and my father steered the
discussion toward the latest cultural outrage.
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Eventually, Kitty would open her laptop and go to Facebook. She’d shake her head and
sigh. “If only you kids understood what’s really going on, you wouldn’t be worried about one
little retail shop. But if I’ve learned anything, it’s that you won’t listen until it’s too late.”
“But Kitty,” Grant would say, “the entrepreneurial spirit is what makes America special;
you’re thinking too small. One little bookshop or clothing boutique today could be two hundred
franchises tomorrow.” I stared at the ground. Listening to Grant extoll my independent bookstore
and my children’s clothing boutique—both business ventures which had failed by then—made
me feel self-conscious and exposed.
“And it’s not that we won’t listen,” Ben said, circling back to Kitty’s main point. “It’s
that you’re falling for misinformation. You can’t believe everything you read online; you’ve got
to look at the sources.”
Ben was always trying to show my father and Kitty how to fact check their information.
Which was more than I had done; I’d stopped trying ages ago. Ben felt I was missing important
opportunities to set them straight, but I disagreed; if you somehow managed to shut down memes
or even Facebook itself, Kitty and my father would simply find a new way to prove that Ben,
Sarah and I were everything that was wrong with America.
At that point, I’d pick up my phone, pretending an important text or email had just come
through. “I’ll be back in a minute,” I’d say, and walk through the conservatory to the pool
terrace. Somehow, the very idea of doing something else, outside, in nature, always broke up the
tension in the room. Grant, along with our high school-age daughters Isabel and Stella; Shannon,
her husband Rob, and her three boys Sam, Jack and Will, followed me out of the kitchen.
With my phone to my ear, I’d wander down the steps to the lawn, and then into the
woods, where I scrambled down a well-trodden path, surrounded by the massive oaks that rose
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like sentries in the urban forest. I heard the deep, echoing staccato of the pileated woodpecker,
drilling for larvae in the treetops. To the side of the path, I saw thick witches’ butter fungus
clinging like piped icing to a fallen tree darkened with damp. Up ahead, a shard of smooth white
emerged from the forest floor: a scapula, all that remained of some small, furred woodland
creature. I put the bone in my pocket, for later.
After walking for several minutes, I reached the shell cottage and fished a key out of my
pocket. Our forest was inside city limits, and a lot of people from the surrounding neighborhood
wandered around back there, so I always kept the door locked. Inside, the dim structure smelled
of wood smoke and mildew, along with the sharp tang of adhesive. A pile of rubble, along with
several bottles and tubes, covered a large farmhouse table. Around the table were a few chairs
and behind the table was a small wood burning fireplace. Many years ago, the old altar had been
pushed into the back corner of the room and ever since I could remember, had been used as a
serving buffet. On the far wall, where the altar used to be, there was a stained-glass window with
an apple tree and a snake curving its way through the foliage. Below were two small figures.
“It’s the fall,” my grandmother told once me. “Because we’re on Fall Creek, you know.”
In the dusty light, the walls shimmered like wind-rustled water on a sunny summer day.
The table was covered with mussel shells from the creek; rocks from the land; bones and split
geodes. I picked up a bottle of Gorilla glue and shook it for almost a minute as I gazed at the
half-completed kaleidoscope on the wall to my left.

Over the past several years, the walls of this cottage had become my creative outlet, a
shrine to my mother and an homage to the woods I’ve loved ever since I could remember. My
mother’s memorial fills the wall to the left of the stained-glass window. Her name, Andrea Rose
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Williams, her birth date and death date, in creek stones, sat in a cartouche below a large
gardenia—her favorite flower—made of iridescent mussel shells I’d collected from the creek
bed.
On the wall to the left of the memorial, a mosaic buck with actual shed antlers protruded
from the wall. To the right of the memorial, on the other side of the stained glass, a giant threetrunked sycamore stretched up to the ceiling. There were squirrels, muskrats. On the wall
opposite the memorial, on the other side of the building, a giant sun. My family gave me the
shells and rocks and bones they found in the woods, and I put them in the mosaics.
A few years ago, my younger sister Shannon gave me an actual bird’s nest for the
sycamore tree. I always thought of the giant, triple-trunked sycamore as a stand-in for my sister,
my brother, and me, so it seemed appropriate to put the nest in the big tree’s canopy. I glued in
five small, creek-smoothed stones, like eggs. For our kids.
I showed Shannon the completed mosaic. “Sibs,” I said.
“No matter what,” she answered.
“Like Mom said.”

Picking up a mussel shell, I squeezed glue over the back of it, then put a glob on the wall.
I counted to thirty, so that the glue set up a little and got tacky. I pressed the shell into the glue,
firmly, but not too hard. This shell was just one of dozens making up the background of my latest
project, a kaleidoscopic image that looks like a very large snowflake. The snowflake itself was
made of slivers of shale, washed smooth by the creek’s waters. I worked for a while in silence,
alternating between shells and rock to flesh out the image. I placed one last shell on the wall.
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Then I closed the glue bottle and rubbed my hands together, so that the half-dried stickiness
coalesced into thin gray worms. I flicked them to the floor.
The snowflake’s dark inner structure was complete, along with the luminous background.
I needed to collect more shale the next time I went to the creek, to complete the outer edges of
the branching structure. Not that it snowed much in these woods anymore, but I remembered
great blizzards pushing mountains of white over the tops of cars like sand dunes when I was a
child. Our back-yard swing set buried in snow. Empty shelves at the grocery store: no eggs, no
bread, no milk. Back when my parents were still married. Back before Ben was born. When it
was just Shannon, mom, dad and me.

My stepmother Kitty’s most persistent complaint was that my mother took everything in
the divorce, and that my poor, henpecked father was left with nothing—the implication being
that she herself would eventually be left with nothing. When Kitty started in like that, Shannon
and I shifted in our chairs and said things like, “Wow, I wonder where
Isabel/Stella/Sam/Jack/Will wandered off to.” We then scurried off ourselves, looking
concerned, anything to get away from that talk. Between her inflammatory memes from
conservative Facebook and her impending destitution, Kitty and I didn’t see eye to eye on much.
My mother went to her grave, swearing that my father transferred as many assets as he could into
Kitty’s name before their mediation began. “I might not be able to prove it, but that doesn’t mean
it didn’t happen,” she said.

Back in the 1950s, my grandfather started developing commercial real estate in
Indianapolis. The city was growing, spreading north and south and east and west. Strip malls
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popped up like mushrooms on every corner of every intersection in every sleepy little farm town
recently gobbled up by the city. Good locations, plenty of parking. And in Indianapolis, people
hopped in the car for anything—no drive was too short or too long to grab a gallon of milk or a
broom. My father and uncle joined the business after they graduated from college and convinced
my grandfather to expand into office buildings. My parents met on the job: my mother started
out as a receptionist and moved into sales. She officially quit when Ben was born, but she kept
up with the business, serving as a consultant on new projects or as a closer when a negotiation
got complicated. The family enterprise remained a mix of retail and office spaces that revolved
around land and structures and rents. They were constantly on the lookout for new ventures in
need of space. But not my businesses. When I was looking for space for the French children’s
clothing boutique and the independent bookstore, my father and my uncle told me I should focus
on my kids. “Small businesses are risky and most fail. Enjoy Isabel and Stella while they’re
young; don’t make yourself crazy trying to run a retail shop,” my father said. When I told him
that in my own small way, I wanted to make our city a little bit more well-read, a little bit more
beautiful, he responded with a blank stare. “Leasing to a family member might cause tax
headaches,” he finally said.
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Chapter 2: Grant and Julia

Halloween 1998, Indianapolis

I met Grant at a dive bar on Halloween, a few months after I moved back to Indianapolis,
after my mother was diagnosed with terminal melanoma.
If it weren’t for my mother’s illness, I never would have left New York.
I was out with Shannon and Rob. Grant said it was my junkie/zombie Marilyn Monroe
costume that won him over. I loved Halloween. But Grant wasn’t even wearing a costume. I
razzed him for his lack of effort while he bought me drinks.
“And anyway,” the cute guy said (I didn’t even know his name yet), “don’t you think
everyone’s always wearing a costume anyway?”
“Maybe,” I said, secretly a intrigued by his line of reasoning. Not that I totally bought it,
but at least he had something to say for himself. Unlike my former high school classmates
coming out of the woodwork: they were so sorry about my mother—I should let them know right
away if I needed anything, anything at all. Good news traveled fast. Shannon was sitting next to
me at the bar. Even on Halloween, we still managed to look like opposites. While I covered my
straight, dark brown hair with a wig of blond curls for my costume, Shannon wore a wig of long,
dark hair over her honey blond, curly hair. Tall and lithe, Shannon had always been the hazeleyed pretty one, whereas I was dark-eyed and small, with wide hips, as my mother used to point
out.
Shannon and Rob had decided to go as Sonny and Cher. Sometimes life delivered its
ironies on a silver platter, complete with engraved invitations. We’d been hanging out at the bar
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a while when Rob decided he wanted to go to his friend Jeff’s house party in Irvington. Jeff had
a big old house there. “Probably haunted,” Rob said.
“Come with us,” I said to my cute, un-costumed stranger.
Shannon put her mouth to my ear. “Easy, Tiger! You don’t even know this guy’s name
and you’re inviting him to Jeff’s party?”
“It’ll be fine,” I said expansively. “And what’s your name, by the way?” I asked.
My guy smiled and threw a twenty-dollar bill on the bar. “Grant,” he said. “I’m in.”
Rob drove and Shannon sat up front, blasting the music and ignoring Grant and me. Once
we were at the party, I put on a bright smile and tried not to feel disappointed. Half the
partygoers weren’t wearing costumes. As far as I was concerned, this so-called Halloween party
was nothing but a generic get-together that took place in the fall. I tried not to think about the
previous Halloween, in which a bunch of college and work friends had marched in the Village
Halloween parade. Afterwards, we rented a room at the Chelsea Hotel and hung out in the loft
till dawn, smoking the hash we’d bought from the friend of a friend, a drug dealer who
conveniently happened to live in the building.
Grant went to find us some drinks while I blinked away tears. I missed the city; I missed
my old life. I looked around the party and felt completely alone. These people were Shannon and
Rob’s friends; with a sinking feeling, I realized I didn’t know anyone. I wanted to go home and
watch The Legend of Boggy Creek or Night of the Living Dead with my mom.
“Hey,” Grant said, holding a red solo cup in front of me, pulling me out of my reverie.
“Want to check out the house?”
I looked around and spotted Shannon engrossed in conversation with one of her college
friends. I didn’t see Rob. A band was warming up on the back patio. I took a drink of the
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cloyingly sweet sangria in my red solo cup. Instead of cut-up fruit, there were gummy worms
and spiders floating in the dark liquid. I put down the cup and said, “Sure.” Maybe I should give
Grant a chance.
We started up the stairs. Shannon ran up beside me. “Come on, we’ve got to go!”
Grant and I stopped on the stairs. “But we just got here,” I said. “The band hasn’t even
started to play.”
“But Rob’s ready to go now,” Shannon said, her voice panicked. It was one of the first
times I remember wondering about their relationship.
“Is everything okay?” I asked, concerned.
“No,” Shannon said. “Rob’s going to be pissed if you make him wait.”
Grant and I exchanged a look. “Okay, let’s go then,” I said, not wanting to piss off Rob,
not yet realizing what my sister was dealing with.

The fling with Grant was a pleasant distraction from my worries about my mother’s
health, and from my own loneliness. But after two months, I began to doubt the relationship’s
potential. One evening at the end of 1998, I ventured a conversation with my mother about it. “I
think I’m going to break up with Grant,” I said.
“Why? Did he do something bad?” My mother said. She liked Grant.
“No, nothing like that. It’s just that he’s such an engineer. Like that’s who he is. A
builder of machines. We have nothing in common.” To be honest, I still didn’t entirely
understand what Grant did, but it seemed to involve messing around with race car engines to try
to make them faster so the people on his team would win races and make a lot of money. He was
out of town a lot.
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“There’s nothing wrong with engineers!” my mother snapped.
I was taken aback. My mother had always been a terrible snob when it came to my dating
life—always trying to set me up with some rich asshole; I expected her to agree with me about
Gearhead-Grant, to ask me who owns the racing team Grant worked for; if the owner had a son
my age.
“It’s not that there’s anything wrong with him,” I said. “I just wonder if I could find
someone more compatible.” Actually, I’d already found someone more compatible. His name
was Emmett; he had been a colleague in New York. But even back then, it was already too late
for us.
“Not for nothing,” my mother said, “Grant is the kind of guy who wouldn’t cheat on
you.”
“Oh really,” I said. “And what makes you think that?”
“I just know it. I can sense these things.” With my mother and father’s history—Kitty
wasn’t his first extramarital affair, not by a long shot—it shouldn’t have surprised me that for my
mother, the secret to happiness was a man who didn’t cheat on you. My mother only got a couple
months’ peace between the finalization of her divorce and the diagnosis of terminal melanoma.
Sometimes, I wondered what might have happened if events had unfolded slightly differently. If
my mother’s diagnosis had come just a few weeks earlier. Would my father have refused to sign
the papers, thinking my mother might die before the divorce could be finalized? It would have
saved him a fortune. My father had the potential to be a real shithead, so I was relieved that for
once, things had worked out for my mother.
At the time, I thought my mother—being so much closer to death than the rest of us—
might have access to special knowledge and insight. That maybe she could see things about life
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that regular people couldn’t, that she might know what was best for me. “I hope you’re right,” I
said.

Now, twenty years later, I saw that my mother didn’t in fact have special access to secret
information, that she was ultimately wrong about Grant and me both, and that perhaps I had
simply wanted someone to tell me what to do so I wouldn’t have to make any difficult decisions
myself.
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Chapter 3: Shell Chapel Visit

Early Spring 1999

When I was twenty-five, Shannon was twenty-two, and my brother Ben was fifteen, we
made a pilgrimage with our mother to the shell chapel at St. Mary of the Woods, a two-hour
drive from Indianapolis. My mother, a practicing Catholic who flirted shamelessly with
Evangelism in the 90s, decided all four of us simply must go to the small stone chapel built by
Mother Theodore Guerin’s religious order of nuns in the 1870s. The sisters had covered the
interior walls and the alter with shells and stones they found in the Wabash River. They created
images of ships and words of praise to St. Anne, in gratitude for saving Mother Guerin’s ship
from a massive storm while sailing from France to the New World.
Shannon, Ben and I weren’t religious, but we agreed to go to the shell chapel. How could
we refuse? If our mother wanted to pray to the patron saint of mothers and housewives, taking
her to the shell chapel was the least we could do. The peaceful quietude of the cool, musty old
chapel moved me. I imagined being a nun on the frontier long ago, dress dragging in the
slippery, pebbled clay as I collected shells from the riverbank. I imagined pressing them into the
soft plaster another sister has just troweled onto the chapel wall. Ben shuffled from one foot to
the other, sighing loudly while Shannon fussed with a pillow she brought for my mother to kneel
on. My mother sank unsteadily onto the pillow in front of the alter while Shannon propped her
up. Ben wandered over to the far wall and attempted to pry loose a shell.
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“Ben, seriously!” I hissed. The votive candles on the alter flickered. I strode to Ben,
grabbed his hand, and pulled him to the center of the small chapel. I doubt St. Anne would be in
any hurry to answer my mother’s prayers if she saw Ben desecrating the chapel built in her
honor.
“Let go of me,” Ben said, twisting away.
I squeeze his hand, hard. “Settle yourself,” I said.
“Fuck, man. Chill.”
“Jules! Ben!” Shannon said. “Are you for real?”
Ben and I gave each other looks that would curdle fresh milk. I took one last look around
the peaceful chapel that seemed to glow from within, cool and iridescent as a full moon in
winter. I dragged Ben outside while we waited for our mother to finish.
I still have the small golden pendant she bought that day: St. Anne Pray for Us, it says.

After my mother’s death in April, the memory of our visit to the shell chapel haunted me.
I couldn’t forget the peaceful, solemn dignity of the place, the sound of my mother’s low voice
echoing in the small space—the sound of my mother’s unanswered prayers. Then, one day later
that spring, hiking in the woods behind my dad and Kitty’s house, I stumbled upon an old
building in a clearing overlooking a steep ravine. I hadn’t been back there since I was a kid; after
my grandmother moved out, we stopped using the cottage. The path leading to the structure was
faint from disuse. Built of limestone, the structure had seen better days. Many years ago, my
grandparents had cleaned it up and whitewashed the interior. They moved the old marble alter to
a side wall and used it as a bar and a serving buffet. They dragged down a big farmhouse table
and chairs and placed it in the center of the old structure, which my grandmother now called the
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Cottage. Sometimes, for a lark, my grandparents hosted picnic-style dinner parties there, sipping
cocktails in the evening, watching the sun set fire to the hilly forest across the valley. “Best
views in all of Indianapolis,” my grandfather used to say.

But when I saw the structure that late spring day, my eyes blurred with tears. All I could
think of was Mother Guerin’s shell chapel at St. Mary-of-the-Woods. I wiggled the cottage’s
doorknob, but it was locked. Peering through the grubby windows, I saw the farmhouse table, the
chairs, the old alter, the bare white walls. I was overwhelmed by the urge to cover up those stark,
blank walls and make a memorial to my mother, like the sisters had so many years ago
memorialized St. Anne. I remembered my old shell collection, started when our family bought
the estate from my grandparents, when I was in middle school. Was the old shoe box till high up
in the closet of what used to be my bedroom? Maybe Kitty had moved it to the attic or had
thrown it away. I wondered if my father still had a key to the old cottage.
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Chapter 4: Ben and Sarah

A few days after Sunday dinner, my phone rang while I was driving. I glanced at the
illuminated screen. It was my brother, Ben. I contemplated letting the call go to voicemail. I
didn’t want to get into it with Ben when I was trying to pay attention to the road. I wasn’t a great
driver and Ben never called just to pass the time. There was invariably some crisis or drama he
felt the need to bring to my attention. I could always call him back later. But who was I kidding?
When Ben called, I always picked up. “Codependent,” that’s what Shannon said. Not that she
had much room to talk. And it was true that things were better now that Ben was older, but for a
good decade after my mother’s death, if he called, he was probably in jail or in the hospital.

December 1998

My mother didn’t want Ben living with our father and Kitty. After her death. And my
father, hardly more than an overgrown teenager himself, had little interest in looking after Ben.
My mother begged Shannon and me to live with our youngest sibling in the little house she had
purchased after she divorced my father. At least until Ben finished college.
“Do it for me,” my mother said. “I can’t trust your father with Ben, I just can’t.”
“Of course,” I said, blinking back tears. I had no idea how Shannon and I would manage
my brother. He didn’t listen to anyone, especially not us, his bitch-ass older sisters. But equally, I
couldn’t bear to distress my mother. The woman was in pain, her ankles propped on a pillow on
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the coffee table, in a futile attempt to ease the swelling in her legs. If you pressed a finger into
her flesh, a dimple-like indentation appeared, a pale oval in her jaundiced flesh that lingered for
minutes. Her kidneys and liver were failing, no longer able to effectively filter her blood, as
metastatic melanoma tumors grew and crowded her insides, like gumballs filling a gum machine.

My mother’s last words to me were, “Take care of your brother.” And it was as if her
deathbed command somehow psychically fused Ben and me together. He could be in
Amsterdam, high as a kite, but when he got into serious trouble, I knew it. Or maybe he was just
always in trouble, so anticipating the worst was usually a safe bet. The night my mother died,
that horrible night when we left the hospital without her, Ben ran to his bedroom, collapsed on
the bed and slept for thirty hours straight. Sleeping, he said, was his only reprieve from the pain.
What was I supposed to do? Shannon and Rob thought Ben should snap out of it.”

Fall 2019

“Do you remember Tasha?” Ben said. His voice had that dangerous edge that only I
picked up on.
A long pause. Who the hell was Tasha? “Is she the one who works at the fertility clinic in
Chicago?” Ben and Sarah had been trying to get pregnant for three years and they were
constantly researching new treatments and specialists. I thought maybe Tasha was the person
they’d been working with most recently.
“No, Tasha was my friend. At Timber Ridge. The one who ran away and was never seen
again.”
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“Ah, that Tasha,” I said like a fool.
“A few weeks ago, a random hiker found human remains under a remote outcropping of
rock, way up in the mountains. Behind what used to be the school. Someone posted about it in
the Facebook group.” Ben had joined a private Facebook group of former Timber Ridge
Academy students (They called themselves survivors.).
Another long pause. My heart pounded and my mouth went dry. The boarding school,
Timber Ridge Academy, to which we sent Ben after my mother’s death was shut down ten years
ago due to what the authorities called “financial and staffing irregularities.”
Ben started crying. “I have a bad feeling. I think the bones might be Tasha’s. And Sarah
thinks it’s my karma or something—that we’re not conceiving because of what I did or didn’t do
when Tasha ran away.”
“Oh Ben, really? That seems a little out there.” A flash of anger blinded me for a
moment. Who the hell did Sarah think she was to put that kind of guilt on Ben? “The bones
could be anyone’s. They might not have anything to do with Tasha at all.”
“I mean...you’re right. But I have a feeling, like it’s happening all over again. I can’t
sleep, every time I close my eyes, I’m back at the academy, trying to convince her to stay—like
how could she really have thought she’d make it out of the mountains all alone? It was almost
winter. Finally, I decided I was going with her. But then she left without even saying goodbye.”
“It’s not your fault,” I said. “You tried to keep her from making a bad decision.”
“She was only fifteen. She begged her parents to take her away from that place, but they
wouldn’t. You know how it was. Timber Ridge Rules. God, that place sucked.”
“Her parents didn’t know what was going on there, Ben. What did you expect them to
do?” I hated the defensive, bad-tempered edge that crept into my voice. Shannon, my father and I
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had been told that Timber Ridge Academy was a highly respected therapeutic boarding school
for troubled teens. “Has anyone actually spoken to her parents?”
My mother had found Ben a therapist, Judith, whom he saw during her illness and death;
it was Judith who recommended Timber Ridge. And although sending Ben away was a group
decision, Ben blamed the whole thing on me. In his mind, our father and our sister bore no
culpability in the matter. Because it was all my idea. Even though it wasn’t. Still, Ben believed I
convinced them to go along with me. It was true that when Ben was sixteen and disappeared for
three days, during which time my father, sister, and I called everyone we knew to track him
down while arguing the merits of filing a missing person report, I told my father, “I don’t know
how much longer this can go on.” Six months after my mother’s death, when the police were still
dragging Ben home a few nights a week—reeking of weed—for breaking curfew, I told
Shannon, “We’ve got to do something.” And after Ben failed three of his six classes, I wondered
if he would even graduate high school. Finally, after Ben spent the summer throwing ragers at
my father’s house—in which passed-out teens littered the lawn until noon the following day and
someone’s car always ended up half-submerged in the large retention pond out back—I finally
told Shannon and my father, “It’s time to act.” In Ben’s mind, this amounted to me demanding
that he be sent away to a de facto prison camp. But what was I supposed to do?
“Fucking Timber Ridge Academy,” Ben said. “You think we have any way of contacting
her parents? Hell, it’s a miracle we managed to find each other.”
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Chapter 5: Shannon and Rob

A heavy, toxic guilt-cloud settled over me. Ben knew a girl who’d been missing for
years. Who was probably dead. What was I thinking, sending Ben away like that? I went to a
nature park that was a short drive from our house and took a walk to clear my head. I focused on
the hilly path in front of me. The piercing cry of a blue jay, the staccato barking of a squirrel.
Light filtering through the dying leaves in the trees. There wouldn’t be a brilliant autumnal
display this year—too dry, or so they said. I walked faster and faster, felt my heart banging, my
breath getting heavier. I followed one of many paths to the river and surreptitiously pocketed
some cool shells and a few flat rust-colored stones; technically, it was against the law to remove
anything natural from the riverbank. I wanted to confide in someone about Ben, about the bones.
I wondered if Ben had told Shannon. Probably not. Ben and I usually tried to shield Shannon
from things. We felt she had enough to worry about, with Rob always on her case.

March 2009

One morning, Shannon called and asked me to give her a ride to a doctor’s appointment
she’d already had to reschedule twice.
“Why do you need a ride? Is something wrong with your car?” I said. Isabel was at
school, but Stella was still home, and I was about to head into work; in those days I was running
the French children’s clothing boutique, and I wasn’t exactly thrilled about being pressed into
service as Shannon’s chauffeur.
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“This is so embarrassing,” she said in a low voice. “Rob took away my car keys. Says I’ll
get them back when I improve my attitude. But I don’t want to reschedule my appointment
again. I’m getting an IUD and Rob’s not happy about it.”
I was speechless; where to begin? “But it’s your car,” I finally sputtered. “If he won’t
turn over the keys, you’ve got to call the police.”
“Right,” Shannon said. “What are the police going to do? You really think they’ll believe
me over Rob? Oh yeah. He also cancelled the sitter so can you watch the kids while I’m at the
appointment?”
“You’re joking, right?” I said. I’d never liked Rob, but this felt different. Like an
escalation.
“I wish,” Shannon said.
I told Shannon we’d be right over. “Let’s go,” I said to Stella. I called Ellie, the
salesperson scheduled to work that morning, telling her I’d be late, knowing I’d be lucky if the
woman even bothered to show up before noon. I pushed the foundering business from my mind
and buckled Stella into her car seat. I gave her my phone and put on her favorite show, Go Diego
Go!. I wanted to be able to talk to Shannon without worrying about Stella listening in.
When I pulled into my sister’s driveway, all three of her boys streamed out the side door.
It took us twenty minutes to install the car seats.
Shannon slid into the passenger seat and sighed. “Thanks for doing this. I can’t have
another baby, I just can’t do it.” She started crying. I’d never seen Shannon look so exhausted, so
miserable.
“Don’t worry,” I said, panicking, trying to comfort her as if she were Isabel or Stella.
“We’ll get you to the appointment, everything’s going to be okay.” But Shannon wasn’t a child,
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and everything wasn’t necessarily going to be okay, and we both knew it. I pressed my lips
together. I wanted to scream, “Leave that lowlife bastard, he doesn’t deserve you!” But I knew it
won’t do any good. If anything, it would push Shannon to defend Rob.
“Don’t tell anyone about this,” Shannon pleaded, drying her eyes. “You don’t want to be
in the middle of it.”
“Does Suzanne know what’s going on?” I said. Suzanne was our family lawyer. She was
the one who set up the legal documents for our mother’s estate, and I had always gotten the
impression that of the three of us, she liked Shannon best. “Maybe she can help. With the car,” I
quickly added.
“I don’t want to bother her,” Shannon said. “Besides, how am I going to pay a legal bill?”
“But you have your own money,” I said. “It’s separate property, he has nothing to say
about how you spend it. That’s the way mom set it up.”
Shannon looked at her lap. “I know,” she said. “But it’s not that simple. Rob made sure I
put his name on everything, I can’t spend a penny without him knowing about it. What do you
think he’ll do if he sees a bill from Suzanne? He won’t let me pay it.”
I drove in silence for a while, the only sounds coming from the back of the van; Stella
held up my phone so she and her cousins could watch the adventures of Diego, the boy wildlife
rescuer.
“He can’t just take over your life and finances like some despot. You’re not his
possession.” I paused, thinking. “Maybe Grant could talk to him,” I said, brightening.
“No,” Shannon said. “Absolutely not. Rob would lose it if Grant said anything about
this.”
“He’s isolating you. You know that, right?”
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“Jules. Please. We’re going to be in enough trouble if he finds out about this. Don’t make
it worse.”
I pulled up to the entrance to the doctor’s office. “Call me when you’re done,” I said.
“We’ll just be driving around the block.”
Shannon got out of the van and closed the door. She gave me a tight-lipped smile and
walked inside the building.
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Chapter 6: Grant and Julia Host the Neighbors

That weekend, Grant and I had the neighbors to our house for dinner. When the kids were
little, we all took turns hosting; it was so much easier to hang out at someone’s house, rather than
paying a fortune for babysitters or terrorizing a restaurant with our noisy toddlers. Now that the
kids were older and it was actually possible to make reservations somewhere, we found we
preferred the relaxed atmosphere of hanging out at our friends’ homes to that of a restaurant
anyway. Sometimes we cooked and sometimes we ordered in. Isabel and Stella had already left
for the evening. It was understood that Isabel was to drop off Stella and pick her up on nights
Grant and I entertained. That night, I made a big pot of black bean soup and a double batch of
Ina Garten’s jalapeno cheddar cornbread. Our friend Melissa, a professional pastry chef pre-kids,
brought dessert, and our friends Amy and Jason brought a few bottles of wine. Melissa’s
husband Bryan was a car guy like Grant, although he was in sales, not engineering. I turned on
some music while Grant opened a bottle of wine for Melissa, Amy, Jason and me. Bryan and
Grant drank beer.
While we were still chatting in the kitchen, Grant, Jason and Bryan built a fire in the
back-yard fire pit; it was their thing, and not unwelcome on a cold November night.
“Did you hear the Medfords are separating?” Amy said. Melissa and I leaned in.
“Wait,” I said. “What happened? They seemed so happy.”
“It’s the happy ones I worry about most,” Melissa said. “It’s usually an act.”
“Because who’s really that fucking happy?” Amy said. “I mean, we’re all fine, but if you
have to put on that much of a show, there’s trouble. I swear not a month ago, Ashley Medford
was posting some shit on Instagram about her ‘best friend’ Todd.”
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“Right,” I said. “Like who has to say ten times a month their spouse is their best friend?
It’s like she was trying to convince herself.”
“And apparently it didn’t work. Still, it sucks,” Melissa said. “I don’t feel the least bit of
schadenfreude. Not on this one.”
“No,” I said. “Do you think Ashley will go back to Evansville?”
“Maybe. Who knows,” Amy said.
“But they’re selling the house?” Melissa said. Because even more than the private lives
of our neighbors, the glue that held us together despite our kids growing up was real estate. Who
was buying, who was selling and the prices they were asking. Although the old, high
maintenance houses, small lots and close neighbors weren’t for everyone, Meridian Kessler was
one of the more posh and popular areas in Indianapolis. And for people like us, our homes were
by far our largest investment. Real estate talk offered a potent mix of personal gossip and dealmaking, and Amy had cemented her place in the group with a seemingly endless stream of
information on both.
After dinner, we put on our coats, filled our glasses, and went out to the now-raging
bonfire. I handed Melissa my glass of wine so I could pass out blankets as everyone claimed an
Adirondack chair. Grant started telling the group about his plans to tour the Bourbon Trail in
Kentucky for his forty-fifty birthday.
“Everyone has to come,” Grant said. “No excuses.”
I wondered how many beers he’d had. It wasn’t like him to plan so far ahead; his birthday
wasn’t until the following June. I hid a bemused smile as I took a sip of wine: he might regret his
words when Bryan and Jason texted him tomorrow morning about the distilleries they’d like to
visit, the dates that worked or didn’t work for them.
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“Is that what he really wants to do for his birthday?” Melissa asked me in a side
conversation. “I would’ve thought he’d want to do something with racing.”
“He says he wants to branch out,” I replied. “And I suppose drinking something other
than beer qualifies.” I was no bourbon fan; I didn’t share Grant’s new enthusiasm for a spirit that
tasted to me like a sticky-sweet hay fever headache.
“You guys have to taste this new one I found,” Grant said, standing. “I’ll bring it out.”
Amy jumped up. “I’ll help.”
Grant and Amy went inside. Through the glass patio door, Melissa and I watched them
enter the kitchen. Grant pulled down a bottle from the high shelf on which he stored the hard
alcohol. He handed Amy the bottle and she turned it round and round in her hands while Grant
fetched several shot glasses. Amy handed him the bottle and he poured a little in two of the
glasses. They threw back the drinks and Grant poured them more.
“Do you think they realize they’re on stage?” I said.
Melissa laughed uneasily, trying to play off the awkwardness. “Amy’s a big bourbon fan,
I’m sure Grant’s just happy to have found an audience.”
We watched as Amy and Grant leaned closer together, seemingly engrossed in reading
the label on the bottle.
“Please,” I said. “Grant’s a rock.” But it was an odd sensation, witnessing Grant’s
obvious pleasure in the attention he was receiving from Amy. I wished my dearest friend from
college, Heather, was here; she knew about Grant’s lapse at the race in Toronto a few years ago.
I couldn’t stop myself from remembering that this is how it started—a post-race celebration,
followed by way too much drinking. Had Grant learned nothing? I hadn’t told Melissa or Amy
about the incident. Not that they wouldn’t understand; it was just that Grant had asked me not to
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mention it to them, and because we were all friends as couples, I felt I should honor his request.
Besides, who among us could claim to have a perfect relationship?
“Did I ever tell you about my freak-out after Isabel was born?” I said. I felt I had to
divulge something of consequence to Melissa, to prove that Grant really was a rock. “We’d just
come home from the hospital—everything had gone smoothly; Isabel was so tiny and perfect—
we were ecstatic. But you know how your body feels: like you’ve been hit by a freight train.”
Melissa nodded.
“Anyway,” I said, “I started thinking about having this new little life in the house, how I
didn’t know what to do with her. Like, at all. And then I had this weird revelation—it’s still hard
to explain—but somehow that by giving birth to her, I had opened Pandora’s box on this poor
little baby, as if I were some unfeeling monster. Sure, I’d given her life but as a consequence, it
was inevitable that one day she’d have to experience illness and suffering and death. I don’t
know, it just hit me all at once, this awful realization. I fell on the bathroom floor, sobbing,
inconsolable. I’m sure Grant thought I was having a psychotic break or something.”
“I had no idea,” Melissa said, looking at me with wide, puzzled eyes. She had forgotten
all about Amy and Grant in the kitchen. “I was so excited when we brought Sophia home—tired,
sure, but happy—I can’t imagine how strange it must have been to suddenly feel that way. What
did Grant do?”
“He sat down on the bathroom floor with me and just held me and let me sob; he didn’t
treat me like I was crazy, even though I quite probably was. He didn’t try to placate me with
words; he didn’t try to shoo it away. It was like he knew I had to experience this strange and dark
moment in order for it to pass.”
“Wow,” Melissa said.
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“And I knew on some weird, deep level, he got me. I don’t know if it came from being
the youngest of five kids, the only boy. Maybe it was growing up on a farm. He certainly had
plenty of experience learning to deal with women’s tears.” And with those words, I almost
convinced myself that my husband and I would be fine.
That moment, as if he knew we were talking about him, Grant pivoted away from Amy
and looked out toward the bonfire, directly at me. Maybe we both felt a little caught out, but I
waved and gestured for them to come outside. Amy grabbed the stack of shot glasses and Grant
corked the bottle and they rushed to pass around the glasses and to fill them with bourbon. When
Grant wasn’t looking, I threw the brown liquid on the fire and watched it flare.
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Chapter 7: Emmett Texts Julia

A few days later, I was finishing lunch at home when I received a text from an unfamiliar
917 area code. Had one of my New York friends gotten a new mobile number? Maybe, but I
figured it was probably spam. I glanced at the message. My mouth fell open.
Jules, it’s Emmett. Can you talk?
Blotchy purple-black spots swam before my eyes. Hands shaking, I dropped the phone. It
skittered across the countertop and landed on the floor. Emmett and I had lost touch years ago,
and apart from an occasional post I happened to see from him on social media, we hadn’t
actually spoken in more than ten years, and even then we had just seen each other at a work
reunion when I happened to be in the city. There was no point in even saying we anymore, when
Emmett lived in Montclair, New Jersey and I lived in Meridian Kessler, a leafy close-in suburb
of Indianapolis.
“Shit,” I muttered. Was this some kind of cruel joke? But who would even know how
cruel a joke this was? Only my closest friend from college, Heather, and she was far too busy as
a primary care physician to be pulling strange pranks on a weekday afternoon. It had to be him,
there was no other explanation. I retrieved the phone from the floor, half expecting it to be dead.
But Emmett’s message was still on the screen, awaiting a reply. I started to type.
Hey! Great to hear from you.
I erased the message. Too casual. It sounded like I was responding to an acquaintance I
ran into at the grocery store. Not the great lost love of my life.
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It occurred to me that perhaps I shouldn’t reply to Emmett’s text. What was the point? I
had no idea what to say to him. Even after all these years. Especially after all these years.
Couldn’t some losses be sacred? But then the phone started ringing. Holy shit, Emmett was
calling me. Before I could even think, I answered the phone.
“I saw you texting,” he said. “You know, the little gray dots. And then they stopped, so I
thought maybe it’d be easier to talk.”
I laughed nervously. I felt like I was swimming in champagne. “True,” I said. “It’s not
like we were ever big texters.” That was an understatement. Back when I fell in love with
Emmett, regular people were just starting to carry cell phones. Pagers were around, but if you
had one, you were probably an MD or a drug dealer.
“So do you have a minute?” Emmett said.
“For you? Sure,” I said lightly, with a smile in my voice, but I felt ill with anticipation.
After all this time, why was he calling? There was a long pause.
“This is going to sound crazy,” Emmett finally said. “I feel like an idiot. Maybe I
shouldn’t have called.”
“You’re really going to reach out after all this time and then not to talk to me?” I was
getting annoyed; I wasn’t in the mood to play games. And I certainly had no intention of begging
to hear what he had to say. What little dignity I had left, I wanted to hang onto.
“You’re right, you’re right. But remember, I tried to warn you.”
“Duly noted.” It was strange and thrilling to actually speak to Emmett, after so many
years. But what if he was no longer the person I’d once known? But even more, how could I
expect him not to have changed?
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“I had a dream about you,” he said. “But it wasn’t an ordinary dream. It was vivid, like
you were right in front of me. In the dream, you were some kind of artist, a sculptor. You made
things with rocks, found objects, like a modernist equivalent of Stonehenge, but on a smaller
scale.”
Of course, I immediately thought of the shell cottage. It sounded similar to the art in his
dream. But how could he have known about that? Had I posted pictures on Instagram? I couldn’t
remember. Maybe it was just a coincidence. “And?” I said.
“And you were having an exhibition, it was a big deal. All these people were there,
milling around this sculpture garden or whatever. And then suddenly, it was just us.” Emmett
paused, as if he were weighing whether or not to continue. “And then we were leaning against
one of your sculptures, kissing, but it was tender, not pornographic or anything. And then I lifted
you up on this boulder, it was as big as a table. And I did something I don’t do.”
“And what was that?” I asked. I wanted to hear Emmett say it.
“You know,” he said.
“Hmmm, I don’t think I do. You better spell it out.”
“I have to tell you in person.”
“And how do you suppose that’ll make your wife feel?” I sounded so angry, like some
jealous bitch, but I couldn’t help myself. I thought I had accepted that Emmett would never leave
Raquel; in fact, I was the one who had chosen long ago not to burden him with a confession of
love when it might have made a difference in our future. But all the same, why did he have to rub
my nose in what could have been? Did he have to put it out there that he dreamed of doing things
to me he’d never do in real life?
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“Raquel and I...the divorce was finalized a few months ago. We have a son. Dashiell.
He’s eight.”
“Holy shit, Emmett.”
“Honestly, I didn’t know if you’d want to hear from me. I thought of calling you so many
times. But you’re married, you have kids, you’ve got a totally different life now. How could I
call you out of the blue? It didn’t seem right, it seemed selfish.”
“But you called,” I said.
“After the dream, I don’t know, it was like a sign, it was so vivid. Compelling. I decided
to take a chance. But maybe it wasn’t the right thing to do.”
“Maybe, you say? Maybe it wasn’t the right thing to do? You have a kid now; you’re a
father. You need to grow up. It’s not just all about you anymore.” I hung up the phone, my ears
ringing, breathless, as if the air itself refuses to enter my lungs. My mouth tasted tinny and I
burst into tears. Why was I so angry with Emmett? Would I rather him not have called?
Although I told him as much, my true feelings were much more ambivalent. Why couldn’t I just
tell him the truth?
I realized with complete shock that I had never told him the whole, unvarnished truth, not
once. I had never told him how I really felt, even when I should have. I never begged him to
break off the engagement while there was still time. I never asked him to leave his wife. There’s
what I want to do,” Emmett said at the time, “and what I have to do.” His parents and Raquel’s
parents were successful lawyers; they wanted Emmett and Raquel to be married, more than
Emmett and Raquel themselves did. When Emmett and I were together, I tried not to make
things even more difficult for him. “And what had it achieved?
Nothing.
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Except, I supposed, an unrequited love that kept me up at night, that kept me from fully
inhabiting my own life. Especially after Grant’s indiscretion. I was always waiting for
something, for a sign I wasn’t crazy, that Emmett still thought of me occasionally. But once I
received an unequivocal sign, what did I do? I told the man I supposedly loved to go fuck
himself.

Chapter 8: Conversation with Heather

That night, I called Heather, my best friend from college.
“What the hell is he thinking?” I asked Heather.
“Would you rather he not have called?”
“Maybe. Let him suffer silently, as I have all these years,” I said.
“Is that why you’re mad?” She said. “That he’s choosing not to suffer any longer?”
“God,” I said, exasperated. “You annoy the shit out of me sometimes.”
“But seriously. You need to ask yourself why you’re so upset about a phone call.”
“Okay,” I said. “Let’s think about it. Why would I be upset? Well, for one thing, it’s
damned presumptuous, him calling out of the blue like that. After his divorce is finalized. As if
I’d be happy to walk away from my entire life the instant he summons me. I’m married and I
have two kids, for God’s sake.”
“When it rains it pours,” Heather said.
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“Heather, come on. Half the time, Grant treats me like a piece of furniture. And I’m not
even sure that that’s what this was—Emmett hitting on me, I mean.”
“True,” Heather said. She was still single. “Maybe it’d be best to avoid him, not respond
to his calls anymore. You hardly seem like the Emma Bovary type at this point in your life.”
“If it were anyone else, I’d laugh in his face. I’m forty-fucking-five years old. In the
Middle Ages, I’d have surpassed my life expectancy; I’d be on the brink of death. And besides,
I’ve made my bed.”
“All excellent reasons to blow him off. I wouldn’t even bother blocking him, just let his
calls go to voicemail. He’ll get the hint.”
“Anyway, it’s not like Grant’s the worst. I mean, we’ve certainly had our issues. And it’s
not like he’d be able to say anything if I did hook up with Emmett.”
“You know what they say about two wrongs,” Heather reminded me.
“Emmett and I never had a chance. Maybe I should talk to him, just to hammer it into my
pea brain that he’s not all that.”
“Then again, people have affairs all the time,” Heather said.
“But am I ‘people’?”
Heather sighed. “No, of course not. You even taking his call feels like a big risk.
Emotionally. In every way, really. I don’t want you to pretend otherwise.”
“You’re right,” I said. I was being a bad friend, going on about Emmett, when brilliant,
way-better-than-me Heather was alone. I changed the subject and made an effort. “How’s the
practice going?” I said. “Any update on that new doctor you guys were thinking about hiring?”
I could tell Heather welcomed the change of subject; she opened up and talked about the
headaches of working at a federal facility, then brought it back to us. And being middle aged.
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“We’re in a rut right now—I read this big article all about it. Kids not quite out of the house,
mid-career, retirement nowhere in sight. The mid-forties to the early fifties are a slog, no matter
who you are. Okay, maybe a middle-aged Beyoncé will live her best life. But only her, no one
else.”
We laughed and I promised to visit her in Burlington. Soon. A thought popped into my
head, unbidden: maybe Emmett and I could meet there: it would be safe, no one would recognize
us there. But it was ridiculous; why would such a thought occur to me? I should be blocking the
man’s number, not brainstorming places to meet him.

I wondered if I should tell Shannon about Emmett. I decided against it; Shannon had too
many problems of her own to listen while I contemplated rekindling a conversation with
someone who may or may not be the love of my life. Especially when she had to live inside a
little corner of her shoe in order to make herself small enough not to infuriate her bastard
husband Rob.

40

Chapter 9: Emmett Tells Julia He’ll Be in Indianapolis Soon

A few days later, as I was halfheartedly searching a local commercial real estate site for
spaces that might work for my zero-waste store, my phone started buzzing. Before, when Isabel
and Stella were little, I used to grab the phone, my hands shaking, wondering if they were sick,
or as they got older, if there had been a school shooting. “You’re such a catastrophist,” Shannon
used to tell me. “The way you freak out when the phone rings, you’d think your whole world was
on the brink of collapse.” I used to try to defend myself, deploring the state of the world,
pointing out that bad things happened all the time, so it wasn’t particularly crazy for me to be
apprehensive. But then, five years ago, after Grant’s “lapse,” as he called it, I felt a little ribbon
of tension snap inside of me. I realized that pre-emptive panic was exhausting me and getting me
nowhere. So I made a point of closing my eyes, taking a deep breath, and thinking of something
peaceful and lovely—like the shell cottage—whenever the phone rang.
This time, it wasn’t the girls or their school calling. It was Emmett. Against my better
judgment, I picked up.
“After we spoke, I realized I’d rather talk to you in person,” he said. “To see if it’s the
same between us. I have to know.”
“What does it matter?” I said. “I’m married. We live a thousand miles apart. And we
have three kids between us. How are we going to meet up?”
“Couldn’t you use a little adventure in your life?”
“Not really,” I said, more rudely than I’d intended. Still, hadn’t Heather and I just spoken
about how much better off I’d be if I ignored Emmett’s calls?
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“Well, I just wanted to let you know I’ll be in Indianapolis the first weekend in
December,” Emmett said. I could tell he was a little miffed and trying not to show it. “For a
conference. A bunch of Macmillan people are coming. I thought maybe we could meet for
coffee.”
“Hmmmm,” I said noncommittally.
“Or we could go out to dinner. With the group. You might remember a few people from
the old days. And if things go poorly, I promise I won’t bother you anymore.”
“I’ll have to look at my calendar,” I said. “Weekends in December are crazy; everybody’s
got a lot going on.” Still, what was the harm in meeting Emmett for coffee or a group dinner?
Perhaps it would be the perfect opportunity to put my feelings to bed. Who knew, maybe after all
this time, Emmett and I could be friends.

June 2006

One day not long after Stella was born, Grant came home from work, excited. I had the
French children’s clothing boutique at the time, and between taking care of the children, the
business, and the house, I was exhausted and on edge. In the living room, Isabel had just put one
of her dolls in Stella’s baby swing and was pushing it too hard. I was nursing Stella, trying to
start dinner. So far, all I had managed was to assemble a pile of ingredients on the counter.
“Hey,” Grant said. “I’ve had the most amazing idea.” He walked over to the baby swing
and said to Isabel, “Do it like this. Gently.” He showed her that just a little push was enough.
“See, the baby likes it. Maybe she wants this,” he said, nestling one of Stella’s rattles next to the
doll. I smiled with relief, my heart melting. Grant was so good with Isabel. Once she was settled,
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he came into the kitchen, surveying the mess. “What are we making?” he said, shepherding me
toward one of the kitchen chairs. I sat down, relieved.
“Sheet pan chicken,” I said brightly. As if we didn’t have some variation of that meal
three times a week.
“Cool, cool,” Grant said. “I’ve got this.” And he did. He turned on the oven—which I had
neglected to do—and while it heated, he threw together the recipe as if it were the easiest thing
in the world, whereas I struggled to pull together meals during the week. I enjoyed weekend
cooking; challenging myself to concoct elaborate dishes that required an inordinate amount of
preparation. Before Isabel was born, I once made a vegetarian lasagna entirely from scratch: I
made fresh pasta for the noodles using eggs the neighbor had given me. I picked tomatoes and
basil from the garden and used them for the sauce. I even used the homemade mozzarella I’d
made the previous weekend. Of course, since the girls had been born, I didn’t have nearly as
much time on my hands, and my quick, weeknight meals were mediocre at best. In that
department, Grant definitely had me beat; he had always been the practical one.
By then, Stella had fallen asleep and I put her in the bassinette. I sat down at the table
again, curious through my haze of fatigue about Grant’s amazing idea. After putting the sheet
pan in the oven and setting the timer, Grant joined me at the table. “What’s up?” I said.
“Just hear me out,” Grant said. “And don’t say anything right away.”
“Okay,” I said warily, although I wasn’t actually too worried; I was far more prone to
outlandish proposals than Grant.
“You know how I grew up on the farm, in the country, right?”
“Sure,” I said. His parents still lived on the property, in the old Victorian farmhouse.
They kept dogs and cats and goats and chickens. And a couple of horses. It was Isabel’s favorite
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place, and I liked to take Stella there too; I’d recently read that researchers had discovered that
children who grew up on farms were less likely to have severe allergies later in life. And it
seemed important to me at the time that my children not be susceptible to severe allergies in
adulthood.
“Well, Mom and Dad have decided they’re ready to simplify their lives, maybe move to a
smaller house and spend more time in Florida.”
“I never thought the day would come.” Grant’s parents had been talking about selling the
farm ever since I’d known them.
“That day is here. And they want us to buy it from them. So Isabel and Stella can grow
up like my sisters and I did. With plenty of space to roam and play. We could keep the animals,
maybe add some rabbits for the girls. What do you think?” Grant looked as if he were ready to
start packing boxes that very moment.
I didn’t know what to say. I picked at the corner of the plastic placemat in front of me.
The top layer of lamination separated and curled around itself as I pulled it away. Grant put his
hand on top of mine.
“I like the farm,” I finally said. “But to live there? That doesn’t seem like a good idea.”
A red blotch appeared on Grant’s cheek, as if I had slapped him. “Why not?”
“For one thing, we just bought this house a few years ago. And I have a business that’s
near here. Stella’s school is within walking distance. But it’s forty-five minutes from the farm. I
can’t drive that every day, it just doesn’t make any sense.”
Grant looked confused. “There are preschools in Mooresville, we’ll just have to find one
you like. And I think we’ll do fine on the house.”
“But what about the store?” I said.
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“You could hire a manager. And drop by once a week or so.”
“Maybe eventually I’ll be able to do that. But now I’ve got to be there every day, to
make sure things are done the right way. And I like where we live. I don’t want to move.”
“But we have kids now,” Grant said.
“So?” I didn’t understand what he was driving at.
“I always thought once we had kids...” his voice trailed off.
“Once we had kids...what?” I felt strange. The air seemed to sparkle. Nothing was
making sense.
“That we’d move to the farm.” Grant looked at the table, then at me.
“But why did you think that? You never said anything about this before. Because if you
did, I would’ve said no then. Like I’m telling you now.”
Just then, Isabel came into the kitchen, carrying her doll. “The baby is hungry,” she said.
“She’s crying and wants her dinner.”
“It’s almost ready,” I said. “Tell baby she has to wait just a little bit longer.”
The timer went off and Grant left the table to pull the sheet pan out of the oven. The
conversation may have ended for the moment, but it wasn’t the last I would hear of the farm.
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Chapter 10:

Julia tells Grant about Conference

The first weekend in December was a little more than a month away. Although I hadn’t
officially agreed to coffee or dinner with Emmett, I had already considered at least eight meet-up
scenarios involving various settings downtown in the conference center and in nearby coffee
shops and restaurants. I wasn’t worried about someone seeing us: if they did, I was simply
meeting an old friend; what was wrong with that? I thought about Emmett’s promise to leave me
alone if things went badly. And what if they did go badly? Apart wasting an afternoon, at least
I’d know I didn’t feel the same about Emmett any longer. Or perhaps I’d finally see that my
feelings were no longer reciprocated. And maybe they never had been. I asked myself: would it
be such a terrible thing to put Emmett behind me? At this point in my life, I’d certainly been
through worse. I realized I could handle it if Emmett failed to show up, if he changed his mind
about seeing me. So I texted him and agreed to meet him for coffee while he was in town.

That night at dinner, I told Grant about the conference. That Emmett was coming to town.
“It’s the first weekend in December. I haven’t seen him in ages, so when he asked me to have
coffee with him, I accepted.” I wondered how Grant would react; he knew that Emmett and I had
been involved once, a long time ago. But would Grant think anything of me seeing him?
“Sounds like fun, honey,” he said absently, staring at his phone.
“But that’s the weekend of Snowball,” Stella said, affronted. “I need you.”
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Snowball was the winter formal at Isabel and Stella’s high school. This year would be
Stella’s first Snowball dance and Isabel’s last. I’d known about it for ages. It was the same
weekend every year; it was a big deal.
“I’ll schedule it in the afternoon—it’s coffee, not a sleepover,” I said.
“Oh good,” Stella said. “I told everyone we could meet at our house and eat here so we
don’t have to spend a bunch of money on dinner. You let Isabel do it her freshman year.”
“How many people are we talking about?”
“I don’t know, everyone. Like maybe fifteen, twenty people.”
“Perfect, no problem,” I said. Although usually I’d be annoyed with Stella for inviting
her friends over without consulting me first, this time I was relieved. Hosting a big event at our
house with a bunch of teenagers was the perfect excuse to hold Emmett to nothing but coffee. I
couldn’t possibly be persuaded into dinner and drinks—not that evening, anyway. And I wasn’t
worried about Isabel at all—truthfully, it was if she’d already moved out now that she was a
senior.
“Awesome,” Stella said. “Thanks, Mom.”
“But next time, could you please ask before inviting half the grade to our house? And
we’ll have to order the food soon and collect money from everyone.”
“But you didn’t make Isabel’s friends pay, and she invited way more people.”
“Grant,” I said helplessly. My hands went clammy and I started to tremble. It was true
that we had paid for dinner when Isabel hosted as a freshman. But things had changed in the last
three years. Since then, my independent bookstore had lost more and more money, and instead of
closing the store and cutting my losses, I had taken on more and more debt. What had I been
thinking?
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I’d been living off credit cards since I finally closed Serendipity Books, disregarding a
bad situation for a long time. I let Grant talk a big game about me opening a new zero-waste
store, but the truth was I didn’t have the money for another business venture. And with my track
record, it wasn’t realistic to think I’d be able to secure another business loan. I could maybe
cover my own expenses for another month or two, but after that, my cards would be maxed out.
And because I had always held the inheritance from my mother as separate property, Grant had
no idea that the money was gone, that my debts had been piling up for years. I dreaded the
moment when he discovered the truth. But after witnessing Shannon’s horrible situation with
Rob, there was no way I would have let Grant anywhere near that money. He wasn’t good with
finances anyway; he knew how to spend other people’s money to make race cars go faster, but
when it came to running a business, he had no idea. And besides, I had wanted to do it all on my
own. To be a business owner like my father and grandfather. Only I was no good at it. And now
the money was gone.
“What?” Grant said. “I think we should cover it; after all, it’s only fair.”
Stella pressed her advantage. “I’m also thinking of having a Christmas party again this
year.”
“Don’t push your luck,” I said. “We’ll host Snowball, but a Christmas party isn’t going to
happen this year.”
Grant didn’t respond. He was on his phone, playing his signature game, Candy Crush
Saga. Normally, I would have been all over him, warning him about the dangers of gaming
addiction, threatening to delete the app. But this time, I simply frowned and carried my plate and
flatware to the sink—it was Stella’s night to do the dishes. Grant and I had always agreed on
shared housework. “Shared between Isabel, Stella and me,” I often said, with an eyeroll. “You
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keep up the inside of the house and I keep up the outside,” Grant said. Maybe the whole
arrangement was a sexist throwback and we should have switched it up—maybe I should have
mowed the lawn and he should have done the laundry. But after all this time, the forces of inertia
were strong and, for better or for worse, the status quo worked. Besides, I was more worried
about how to explain to Grant that I was not only broke but in a good amount of debt, with no
way to dig myself out. Of course, the dinner for Stella’s friends wouldn’t make or break me—
especially if I steered them toward pizza—but it could cause me to finally max out my cards.
And on top of that, I had coffee with Emmett that day, as if I needed more curve balls in my life
at the moment.

February 1999

I had recently moved back to Indianapolis from New York. My best friend Heather and I
were having a wine chat, a rare event in which we each opened a bottle of wine and proceeded to
drink it together over the course of the conversation. I felt bad, knowing that Heather was
stressed over medical school; she was in her third year at the University of Vermont, after
deciding she wanted to be a doctor at the beginning of our junior year at Columbia. Sometimes I
wondered if we’d have been as close if Heather had known from the beginning she wanted to be
a physician. Even when we were both still undergrads in the city, I missed the times we hung out
at Cannon’s or the Marlin or the West End. After Heather decided to go to medical school, I was
lucky to drag her away from the library long enough to grab a sail-sized slice of pizza from
Coronet.

49

“And look at you now—more than halfway through medical school,” I said. I was proud
of her. I wished I was more driven. Then, maybe I could have justified staying in the city when
my mother learned she was terminally ill. But as it was, my job as an editorial assistant at a
publishing house in New York had hardly been a compelling reason to stay, once my mother
asked me to come home to take care of her. Even at the time, I knew that blowing off my dying
mother so I could pine away for Emmett, a married man, in one of the world’s most expensive
cities was absolutely bonkers. Still, I missed my old job. I missed Emmett, I missed my dumpy
little railroad flat on Metropolitan Avenue in Brooklyn. “Pretty soon you’re going to be a reallife doctor,” I said.
“I wouldn’t send out the brass band yet,” Heather said. “This school shit is getting really
old.” Then, quickly, she backtracked. “I’m sorry, I know medical school probably seems like a
walk in the park compared to what you’re doing right now.”
“No one’s life is perfect,” I said. “But that’s not to say that I’m also not an idiot.”
“What is it?” Heather said. “Emmett?”
“What else? It’s awful. I wake up at four in the morning, my heart racing, knowing I’ve
made a terrible mistake. Why didn’t I tell him the truth before I left New York? Now it’s too
late.”
“Because he’s married,” Heather said.
“Why didn’t I say something before he got married,” I said. Poor Heather. I was fortunate
she didn’t hang up on me. Sometimes I wondered if my pathetic whining reaffirmed her
commitment to finishing medical school and becoming a doctor.
“You barely knew him then,” she said. “And the right guy at the wrong time is the wrong
guy.” Perpetually single, Heather liked to remind me that every guy was the wrong guy.
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“I don’t think I should have come back to Indianapolis,” I said. Years ago, when I was
still in high school and I found my mother in what would become the shell cottage with a halfempty bottle of Xanax in her hand, I swore I’d never come back, no matter what. I’d never had
any idea how to help my mother.
“But how do you say no to someone with terminal cancer?” Heather said. “Especially
when it’s your mother.” I heard pouring sounds in the background. I refilled my own glass,
knowing if I drank any more wine, I’d wake up with a headache in the morning.
“To hell with it,” I said. “Bottoms up.”
“You can visit me in Burlington anytime, you know.” Heather sounded expansive,
impetuous. But she didn’t mean it. Maybe after medical school; maybe after residency she’d be
happy if I showed up on her doorstep. Before then—no way. The wine was affecting me
strangely: I had a bad feeling that I was keeping Heather from her studies, that in the morning
she’d regret drinking on the phone with me. Now that it was too late, I wanted to be a good
friend. I poured the rest of the wine down the drain.
“Thanks,” I said. “I better let you go. I love you.”

51

Chapter 11:

First Meeting with Emmett

Driving to the coffee shop to meet Emmett downtown, I seesawed between goofy, giddy
anticipation and perplexed incredulity. One minute, I was a jackass, a fool. The next, I was
bravely taking a chance, determined to live my truth. Naturally, the only time he could meet with
me was the morning of the Snowball dance. Grant had looked at me strangely when I asked for
his credit card to cover the dinner for Stella and her friends, but he didn’t ask me any questions,
so I decided to wait to tell him about my finances. Why ruin the evening for him? There would
be plenty of time next month to explain the gory details of that debacle.
As I pulled into a parking spot on the street, I realized I had spent half my life having
strong feelings for a person I’d never officially dated or even slept with. Did normal people find
themselves in situations like this? I thought not. What was wrong with me? I closed my eyes,
gripping the steering wheel, remembering the first time I saw Emmett. At the time, I was twentytwo years old, a recent college graduate. He was twenty-seven and shared a cool office
overlooking Broadway with another book designer—spiky-haired Grace who had a seven-yearold son. Emmett and Grace made adulthood seem as if it were all breezy sophistication—long
coffee breaks at bohemian East Village bistros on weekday afternoons; commuting to work on
bikes they kept in their office. Sundays spent with the New York Times spread across the lightdappled wood floors of an Uptown walkup.
Sparks were flying everywhere—in my mind, anyway. Tall, Emmett was wearing what I
would soon realize was his signature look—crisp, pressed white button down, open at the collar,
sleeves rolled up to the elbows, his skin dark like raw umber next to the white shirt. Jeans just a
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little baggy, hair clipped short, no nonsense like his fingernails, which looked as if he kept them
short so as not to bite them.
Was he eyeing me, did he know my heart was racing? Maybe. But he was subtle. A
grown up. Until then, I’d only dated boys, and Emmett was a man. I didn’t feel the usual pushpull, attraction-repulsion I usually experienced when I met a new guy. With Emmett, there was
only attraction. With a thrill, I realized that here was a man I’d never say no to, no matter what.
Would you like to grab a coffee? A slice of pizza? Yes. Would you like a lift to the subway on the
back of my bike? Yes, definitely, and maybe we should take the scenic route.
Then Grace started talking about the wedding. Emmett was engaged. What? Not to her;
to the mythical, goddess-like Raquel. Grace spoke of her fondly. The wedding was in four
weeks. I thought Grace had probably noticed the way Emmett and I were looking at each other
and felt she must intervene; she had Raquel’s back. The wedding was a hammer to the back of
my head. How could this be happening? Not that I imagined I’d fall for him the way I did. But I
figured maybe Emmett and I might at least go on a few dates before he broke my heart with his
charisma and his brilliance and his far superior-to-me sophisticated maturity.

I opened my eyes and stared out the car window. The world rushed by at its usual
breakneck pace: motorcycles running red lights; pedestrians jaywalking. I paid the meter and
forced myself to take three deep breaths, giving myself a moment to settle my nerves before
walking to the coffee shop. I still wasn’t sure what I wanted out of this meeting. Perhaps closure?
I hadn’t seen Emmett for so long that I was wary of setting any kind of expectation. It was
entirely possible that I would see him and feel nothing, or maybe experience nothing more than a
memory of feeling something. I hesitated in front of the meter: it wasn’t too late to cancel. I
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could say that something had come up at the house, that there was a problem with Stella’s food
order and I wouldn’t be able to make it downtown after all. I grabbed my phone from my purse
and started a text to Emmett.
Sorry can’t make it today something’s come up, maybe another time.
For a long, strange moment, my finger hovered over the little blue arrow. But I didn’t
send it; in giving myself a way out, I realized I actually did want to see him. I put the phone in
my purse and let my curiosity carry me forward.
I spotted him through the big plate glass windows at Café Patachou. Sitting at a table,
working on a laptop. Wearing horn-rimmed glasses now, his hair still close-cropped, wearing a
crisp white button-down shirt. I scissored over to him, shredding the distance between us. As I
approached, he stood and I couldn’t help myself, I embraced him, held him tight. We talked over
each other, laughing. My eyes burned, dazzled by the strong morning light. So much for feeling
nothing. Reflexively, I pulled away and sneezed.
“Sun sneeze?” Emmett said. “I remember how we’d leave the lobby and emerge into the
glaring light of Broadway at lunchtime. And always a sneeze from you.”
I laughed. “Always. I’m surprised you remember. Flattered,” I said playfully. We sat
down. The server put a couple menus on the table and wandered off. I couldn’t stop staring at
Emmett. I didn’t need pastries or coffee—I was certain that if Emmett asked me to remove my
own heart with the teaspoon laying on the napkin next to my hand, I’d do it. Without hesitation.
Not that he would ask such a thing. But still. I felt like I was twenty-two, twenty-three years old
again. Time felt like an illusion, as if the years and miles separating us for so long were nothing
more than a long, disorienting dream.
“You look good,” Emmett said. “Well.”
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I tilted my head. “What were you expecting?”
“I don’t know, I tried not to have any expectations. And appearances aren’t what interest
me anyway. Not at this point.”
“Oh really,” I said. “Then what are you interested in?”
“Connection. Redemption. And something from the menu.”
I laughed. “I missed you,” I said impulsively.
The server returned and I smiled widely. The man looked at me, bored. He didn’t know
what was happening, and even if he did, why would he care? I looked at the menu. “Let’s start
with the almond cake and a cappuccino. And two forks.”
Emmett ordered an espresso.
“How’s the conference going?”
“Not bad,” he said. “You know. It’s a conference.”
The server brought our drinks and the almond cake. I pushed the fruit-covered sliver
toward him. “You take the first bite.” Why didn’t I just skywrite it—I WANT YOU TO LIKE
ME? It would have been more subtle. I took a drink of cappuccino and tried to calm down, but it
was impossible. I hoped Emmett liked over-caffeinated emotional basket cases, because at the
moment, that was all I was capable of being.
Emmett took a bite of the cake. “It’s good, try some.” He forked a bite and put it in my
mouth. My stomach did a back tuck and not from the dessert. Our eyes met and everything froze.
I felt like we were sending some sort of secret message in our gaze. I couldn’t swallow, I was
afraid I might choke on the almond cake. Finally, I looked away and took a drink. Heart
pounding, I leaned back in my chair. What just happened? Emmett took another bite, then
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pushed the plate to the center of the table. He threw down a twenty and said, “Let’s get out of
here.”
“Wait,” I said. “Where are we going?” But I stood up as if enchanted. I followed him out
of the café. What was happening? I felt wary again, confused. We walked down the street, and as
I hurried to keep up, my hand brushed his. I held on, weaving our fingers together. What was I
doing? This wasn’t what I had intended. What if someone saw us? It was unlikely but not
impossible. I was acting like an idiot; I couldn’t help it. Ever since I was twenty-two years old,
I’d wanted to hold Emmett’s hand in public. But all those years ago, I couldn’t. It was
impossible. Someone from work might have seen us. Raquel might have seen us. Her office was
near Astor Place—too close for comfort. Emmett squeezed my hand.
“I remember this time in Soho,” he said, waiting for the light to change at a cross walk.
I nodded, my heart pounding, and he continued. “We were on our way to grab a slice at
Two Boots—you remember that place?”
“Yes,” I said, marveling at how not-wrong it felt to be holding Emmett’s hand. “But I
haven’t thought of it in a million years. I wonder if it’s still there.”
“It is.”
“Some day we should do a Lower Manhattan Memories tour. Walk by Macmillan,
McSorley’s, the Angelica. Gourmet Garage.” Thinking about the places we used to go made me
feel as if I were fading away, retreating into the past. Pretending that my city still existed, that an
influential connection from long ago was still relevant today. I let go of Emmett’s hand and
reached into my coat pockets. “You were saying…”
Emmett looked at me quizzically and slowed his pace but continued speaking. “It was
like now. Just us, walking on the sidewalk. On Houston. You reached for my hand, like you did a

56

few minutes ago. But I brushed it away, I had to. We were too close to work; anyone could have
seen. I felt bad about that. I’ve always wanted to apologize.”
I put on my gloves. I had no idea what Emmett was talking about. But it was true that
back then, I always wanted to hold hands with him. Like a regular couple. But we would never
be a regular couple. “I don’t remember that,” I said. “So no need to apologize.”
“Oh.” Emmett paused. He stopped walking altogether. “Somehow I made it into a big
deal in my head.”
“It was a long time ago,” I said, trying to be fair. “And I bet there are plenty of things I
remember that you don’t.” I looked down at the sidewalk and shoved my hands deeper into my
pockets.
“I remember how the city felt deserted after you left,” Emmett said, taking a step toward
me.
“It’s not like I left on purpose,” I said, stung. “I didn’t have a choice; what was I
supposed to tell my mother—sorry about your terminal diagnosis, good luck with that mortality
thing?”
“That’s not what I meant,” Emmett said. “Just that by the time I realized how I felt, it was
too late. How could I call you up and beg you to come back to the city when you’d already
promised to take care of your brother?”
“And then there was Grant,” I said. “And Isabel and Stella.”
“Yes,” he said. “It felt impossible.”
“But what’s changed? Why do you think something’s possible now? Because you and
Raquel divorced?” I looked up at Emmett, my chin raised in defiance.
“Why don’t we go somewhere and talk? This is not a middle-of-the-street conversation.”
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“I can’t,” I said a little too quickly. I didn’t know what to expect from the afternoon, but
it wasn’t a post-mortem of the most painful moments of my life. “I have to pick up Stella from
school and get ready for the freshman onslaught this evening.”
“Oh. I was hoping we could talk some more. My hotel’s got a real woodburning
fireplace in the lobby,” Emmett said with a smile. I could see he was trying to lighten the mood.
But it was impossible; I couldn’t go back to his hotel. I’d fantasized a hundred times about
having this conversation with Emmett, but now that it was upon me, I couldn’t have it. Because
once I set foot in his hotel, could I trust myself to leave? Perhaps it had been some kind of
strange, protective aspect of fate that the only time Emmett and I could meet was the day of
Isabel and Stella’s big dance. My family, my children loomed large that day. Emmett may have
been my fantasy, but Isabel and Stella were my reality.
“I can’t,” I repeated. “The meter...” I shifted my weight from one foot to the other.
“Time never was on our side,” Emmett said, looking toward the horizon line.
“I have to go,” I said as I walked away, part of me hoping he might call out. Or follow
me. Or both. But he didn’t. I kept walking, and when I surreptitiously looked over my shoulder
as I crossed the street, he was already walking the other way, his shoulders hunched against the
cold.
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Chapter 12:

Julia Tells Grant About Her Debt

I got in the car, feeling vulnerable and exposed. That afternoon—in short order—I’d felt
everything from anger to frustration to sadness to glee. Not that I had expected to feel nothing
upon seeing Emmett again, but perhaps I’d been naïve to think we could be friends. And if there
hadn’t been twenty high schoolers coming to my house in a few hours, what would have
happened? Would I have accepted Emmett’s invitation to his hotel? Would I have sat with him
by the crackling fire in the lobby, innocently reminiscing about the past? Was that what I
wanted? I wasn’t sure. He seemed to want more than that, but I didn’t know exactly what he was
after. And to further muddy the water, what had possessed me to touch him? To put my hand in
his? It was such an odd, impulsive gesture. And then for Emmett to share the anecdote about
batting my hand away all those years ago—what did it all mean?
As I waited at a stoplight, I checked the time. It was two o’clock, too early to call Heather
or pick up Stella from school. I drove home and set out stacks of paper plates and opened boxes
of plastic forks, knives, and spoons. I wiped the counters and checked my phone every five
minutes. Nothing. But why would I expect Emmett to contact me? I had abandoned him in the
middle of a strange city, with little explanation. I paced the house, fluffing throw pillows in the
living room, straightening coasters in the family room. Finally, it was time to pick up Stella from
school. I pushed the strange, unsettling meeting with Emmett out of my mind.

The remainder of the afternoon flew by: Isabel and her friends came around briefly to
pick up her dress, then left again. Stella’s girlfriends arrived a few minutes later to get ready for
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the dance at our house; the boys were arriving later, around dinner time. I sent Grant to pick up
the pizzas; he didn’t seem to mind as it removed him for a little while from the overwhelming
girl-vibes in the house. Screams and laughter and the sounds of blow dryers drifted into the
kitchen from upstairs. In a way, I was happy the girls felt comfortable here. When I was in high
school, I always made excuses as to why my friends couldn’t come over—I told them the
hardwood floors were being refinished or the walls were being repainted—even though my
friends were constantly angling for invitations; they were fascinated by our rambling old house
and the forest that surrounded it. But in reality, my parents didn’t do that many renovations over
the years. The truth was that I didn’t want my friends to hear my parents fighting or see my
mother’s condition.

Soon, Grant returned with the pizza. The boys arrived, and after taking about a thousand
pictures on my phone and fielding texts from several of the boys’ mothers—Pls send pics, I
never see anything—everyone ate and trickled out of the house in groups of three or four to meet
their rides. The house seemed so quiet after being so full of the energy of youth.
“Want me to build a bonfire? That way, all these plates and napkins won’t end up in the
landfill.” Grant was always looking for an excuse to build a fire.
“Sure,” I said, grateful for the distraction. Grant seemed to have forgotten all about my
meeting with Emmett, and I was happy to keep it that way. Not that I had anything to hide, but I
still wasn’t sure how I felt about it and didn’t want to give myself away. I helped Grant gather
the paper plates and napkins and pizza boxes. We put on our coats and went outside. Soon, Grant
had built a roaring fire. I smiled to myself—I got a fire after all.
“What’s so funny?” Grant said.
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“Oh, nothing much,” I said. “Just thinking how life sometimes throws you nice
surprises.” I was trying to be vague so my statement couldn’t be construed as a lie. But as usual,
I was overthinking things. Grant didn’t want to cross-examine me. Not about life’s surprises,
anyway.
“So it’s been a while—have you given any more thought to the zero-waste store?”
I sighed and stared into the fire.
“What?” Grant said. “I’m just being supportive. And I know you sometimes need a little
push.” He leaned into me, nudging my shoulder.
Something inside me shifted. Maybe I felt bad because I hadn’t told him about meeting
Emmett; or maybe the urge to confess finally won out. In any case, at that moment, I decided to
tell Grant the truth about my debt. “Grant. Honey. There isn’t going to be a zero-waste store.”
“What do you mean? Do you have another idea?”
“No. I don’t think I’ll open another store again. Ever.”
“What do you mean? Why not?” Grant stared at me, incredulous. The firelight
illuminated the amber flecks in his eyes.
“I mean...I’m trying to tell you I can’t afford it. Not anymore.”
“You’re joking, right?”
“No, I’m not joking. Not at all.” I paused, hoping Grant would ask a question and
possibly send the conversation in a different direction. But he just looked at me expectantly, so I
went on. “I kept the bookstore open far longer than I should have, I took on debt, thinking if only
I hosted another book signing, or got some better coffee for the cafe, things would turn around.
But it didn’t work. I took on more and more debt.”
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“Your manager. Sammy. You should have called the police on her ages ago. She was
stealing from you for ages!”
“True,” I said. I was sorely tempted to turn the conversation into a gripe-fest about
Sammy. But I stopped myself; I needed to stay on task. “That didn’t help,” I said. “But it wasn’t
all Sammy’s fault. I made some bad decisions and now I’m in debt. Serious debt, Grant.”
“That’s impossible. Surely you’ve just miscalculated somewhere.”
“I’m afraid not. If you hadn’t paid for the pizza tonight, I would have had to max out a
credit card. I’ve been making the minimum payments, shifting the debt around, but I can’t do it
much longer, and I certainly can’t contemplate starting yet another business.”
Now it was Grant’s turn to sigh. “How much are we talking about?”
“Like seventy-five, eighty thousand dollars.” I bit my lip as I awaited Grant’s reaction.
“Wow, Jules. That’s a lot of money. I wish you’d told me sooner, maybe I could have
helped.”
I pressed my lips together and let the comment slide; Grant was terrible with money and
we both knew it. “I didn’t want to worry you. I thought—I thought I could figure something
out.”
“What are you going to do?” Grant’s word choice wasn’t lost on me; this was my
problem, not our problem. I didn’t fault him for doing what he could to distance himself from
that big mountain of debt, but nonetheless it stung.
“I don’t know,” I said, irritated. “If I had any brilliant solutions, I would’ve gotten myself
out of this mess already.”
“Have you talked to your dad about it?”
“Um, no,” I said. “He’s the last person I’d want to talk to.”
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“But he’s got plenty of money. Maybe he’ll give you a loan.”
“Some dads might help in this situation, but not mine. He’ll say something like, ‘I told
you so,’ and explain that it wouldn’t be fair to Shannon and Ben if he gave me a loan.”
“But how can you know for sure unless you ask? Besides, what other choice do you
have?”
Grant had a point.
“I don’t know. I think overall, I’d be better off looking for a job,” I said.
“Don’t give up yet, Jules,” Grant said. “Not without talking to your father. Maybe he’ll
support you on the zero-waste store, and when it catches on, you can pay him back. Wouldn’t
that be better than working a dead-end job like me?”
“There’s nothing wrong with having a job,” I said.
“But anyone can have a job. You’ve got too much talent, too much creativity to work for
someone else. Talk to your father before you give up. What’s the worst that can happen?”
“That he’ll say no and find a way to humiliate me in front of everyone.”
“Come on,” Grant said. “Be realistic; he’s not going to do that.”
I agreed to talk to my father, but I didn’t have a good feeling about it. My father had
made it clear that he found my businesses too risky; why would he support me now, on my third
attempt?
As the fire faded to embers, Grant yawned. “I’m beat,” he said. “I’ve got to get some
rest.” He stood and I followed him inside.
“I’ll wait up for Stella,” I said. I knew I wouldn’t be able to sleep until she was home.

It was well after midnight when Stella returned. “How was the dance?” I said.
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“Cassidy puked on the dance floor. She had to have her stomach pumped.” Cassidy was
one of Stella’s rivals on the tennis team.
“Woah,” I said. “I hope she’s okay.”
“She’s fine,” Stella said. “Just embarrassed. And probably suspended for a few days.”
“I hope you weren’t drinking tonight,” I said.
Stella rolled her eyes. “I’m tired,” she said. “Thanks for letting me have everyone over;
we had a good time.”
“No problem,” I said. “It was fun.” I gave Stella a hug and reminded myself to feel
grateful for all that was right in my little world, instead of worrying about all that was wrong.
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Chapter 13:

Julia’s Father Dies

I crawled into bed, trying not to wake Grant. I’d put him through enough that night. I felt
oddly relieved that I’d finally told him about my debts, even though I’d probably foolishly
promised to ask my father for a loan. Tomorrow, I promised myself, I would start looking for a
job. That way, I might have some interviews to prepare for when my father rejected my plea for
help.
In the middle of the night, I woke to a low, insistent buzz. It was my phone; someone was
calling. I squinted at the clock. It was two in the morning. Who would be calling at this hour?
Probably a wrong number. It occurred to me that it might be Emmett. But that hardly seemed
likely; surely a fifty-year-old man would have more sense than to call in the middle of the night
like a lovesick teenager. I unplugged the phone, took it into the bathroom and closed the door
before looking at the screen. I blinked a couple times. It wasn’t Emmett. It was Kitty.
Momentarily, I was confused. Kitty and my father had left for Palm Beach three weeks ago, and
as a rule, we spoke on Sunday afternoons; it was the only time we heard from them. They must
be drunk, I thought.
“Hello? What’s going on?” I said in hushed tones.
Kitty snuffled into the phone. “It’s your father, there’s been an accident.” She sobbed
uncontrollably.
My vision blurred and my heart started hammering in my chest. “Did you call an
ambulance?”
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“They’re here,” Kitty said, gulping for air. “They’re taking him away, he tripped over the
rug in the living room and hit his head on the coffee table. There’s blood everywhere.” Kitty
made a low, guttural sound, as if she was the one bleeding out on the antique Persian rug, not my
father.
“What do you mean, they’re taking him away?” I asked, my voice wobbly. “Are they
taking him to the hospital?”
“Not the hospital,” Kitty wailed. “It’s too late for the hospital. Tell your brother and
sister. I have to go now.” She hung up and I was left, sitting on the toilet seat, stunned. I didn’t
know what to do. Should I actually call Shannon and Ben at this late hour? Wake everyone?
There was nothing any of us could do; Kitty and my father were a thousand miles away. Sitting
alone in the bathroom, I felt like I’d swallowed one of those hollow glass Christmas ornaments,
the thin kind, the ones you could crush with your fingers. Soon it would shatter, and my insides
would be engulfed in hot, searing pain; shards of glass embedded in tender flesh. But now, all I
felt was a numbed weightlessness. I stared at the gridded tessellation of the tiled bathroom floor.
The ordered repetitiveness of the little hexagons soothed me, brought me back to myself. I stood
and opened the door, walked over to Grant, and shook him by the shoulder. My voice caught in
my throat, and I hesitated. It was as if speaking my father’s death out loud—like an
incantation—was what would make it real.
“Oh God,” Grant said. But he didn’t seem terribly surprised. We all knew that amongst
my father’s age group, falls were the leading cause of death in Palm Beach. “You call Ben. I’ll
call Rob and Shannon.”
“You really think I have to...now?” I said.
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“Yes, Jules. You have to.” Grant was always so self-assured; it would never occur to him
to hesitate over calling his siblings after receiving bad news. He was already out of bed, on the
phone with Shannon and Rob.
“Shannon wants to know if we’re flying down to Palm Beach,” Grant said. “To help
Kitty.”
“I don’t know,” I said, a hint of desperation in my voice. I called Ben and he picked up
right away, as if he had been waiting for my call.
“Sweet Jesus,” Ben murmured. “I never thought I’d see the day.”
“Shannon wants to know if we should go to Palm Beach,” I said.
“Hold on,” Ben said. I heard muffled arguing. “Sarah says we should go, no question.
She can’t believe we’re debating it.”
I sighed. “Please remind Sarah that we’re not necessarily normal people and we don’t do
things the usual way.”
“Shannon’s not planning to go down,” Grant said. “She was hoping we would.”
“I don’t know,” I said again. “I think it’s too much. Maybe we should give Kitty some
time. To figure out what she wants to do.”
“But that’s Sarah’s point,” Ben said. “We should be helping her make the decisions. He’s
our father, after all.”
“I don’t think Kitty is interested in our input,” I said.
Grant nodded his head. “Shannon thinks the same.”
“Go if you want,” I told Ben. “But don’t expect Kitty to roll out the red carpet.”
“I know,” Ben said. “But I need to represent.”
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I said goodbye to Ben. I realized that in the morning, I would have to tell Isabel and
Stella about their grandfather’s death. Hot tears coursed down my cheeks. Grant and Shannon
were still talking. Thinking of Isabel and Stella made the numbness recede and I began to feel
something akin to sadness. It was true that over time, my father had mellowed. He was no longer
the volatile man I had feared growing up. Over the years, my children had had a very different
experience with the man as their grandfather than I’d had with him as a father. If nothing else, I
wished for them an uncomplicated grief, because nothing was worse than ambivalent grieving.

The next morning, a Sunday, I spoke to Isabel and Stella. Of course, they were sad, but
Isabel decided to go to her shift at the mall that day. “Sitting around moping won’t bring him
back,” she said.
“It’s okay to stay in your routine if it makes you feel better,” I said. “Everyone deals with
the vicissitudes of life differently.”
“The Vicissitudes—it sounds like the name of an Indie band,” Isabel said.
“It just means the ups and downs everybody goes through.”
But Stella was appalled at Isabel’s decision. “Seriously? Our grandfather just died. I’m
going to stay in my room and be sad.”
“Sure,” Isabel said. “More like you’ll be in your room watching Gilmore Girls.”
“Stop it,” I said. “Both of you.” Mediating between my children—especially now that
they were teenagers—was enough to make me forget my own complicated emotions for a little
while. So much had happened in the past twenty-four hours that I felt like I had become a
spectator in my own life. Between the meeting with Emmett, hosting Stella and her friends, and
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the confession of my debt to Grant, and now my father’s death—my life hardly seemed real to
me any longer.

That morning, Grant was hanging around in the kitchen. The racing series he and his
team worked for ended in the fall, so he was around a lot in the winter, and gone almost every
weekend in the spring and summer. Now that the girls were older, it didn’t bother me as much as
it used to. Back when they were little, I told Grant I felt like I was running a bed and breakfast
with only one guest—him. “Do you think I like being away from you and the girls all the time?”
he said. “It’s the worst part of what I do.” But I found that a little hard to believe, especially after
the indiscretion.
That morning, years after Grant’s teary confession and the day after my father’s death, I
felt restless and didn’t know what to do with myself. I started googling jobs for bookstore
managers, boutique managers, anything I could find. While I was putting together a resume,
Grant looked over my shoulder, at my laptop screen.
“What are you up to?” he said.
“Just trying to figure out what comes next.”
“Why are you bothering with a resume? Seriously, Jules, I hate to be indelicate, but don’t
you think the situation has changed since our conversation last night? Like don’t you think
you’re about to inherit at least part of a very large fortune?”
“No,” I said a little petulantly. “My mother always made it clear that Shannon and Ben
and I would be crazy to expect anything from my father. And therefore, I don’t.”
“He’s not going to leave you high and dry. No way. You’ll see.”
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I shook my head and saved my newly created resume. “I hope you’re right, Grant. Really
I do. But in case you’re wrong, I want to have a plan.” I attached the resume to my application
for a bookstore manager position at the local Barnes and Noble.
“Do what you need to do; I just think you’re wasting your time,” he said.
I tried not to wince as I submitted the application; maybe to Grant it was a sort of
melancholy goodbye to his entrepreneurial dreams for me. Of course, I’d known for quite some
time that I’d probably never own a business again, so to me it felt more like an overdue
acknowledgment of reality rather than a sad milestone.

Shannon called and asked if we were busy that night. “It seems like we should be
together,” she said.
“That’s a good idea,” I said. “Why don’t you guys come over for dinner? Isabel’s
working but Grant and Stella and I will be around.”
“Are you sure?” Shannon said. “You don’t have to have us over.”
“Don’t worry,” I said, my voice a little tight. I’d noticed over the years that my sister
often suggested that we get together and then left it to me to offer to host. “Maybe you can bring
carryout or something.” I’d learned to give Shannon a task so I didn’t end up doing all the work.
And at that point in time, the last thing I needed was to be saddled with a takeout bill for eight
people.
“Sounds good,” Shannon said.
“Too bad Ben can’t come,” I said. He had texted in the morning that he was on standby
for a flight to Palm Beach in the afternoon. “I think he would have been better off staying here.”
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Later that day, I received a text from Emmett. Convention’s wrapping up, leaving
tomorrow evening. Any chance you’ve got a minute before then?
I texted him about my father. Everything’s so up in the air, I don’t think I can get away.
Maybe next time.
The phone started ringing. I picked up and started pacing the house. Grant was doing
something on his phone, probably playing Candy Crush Saga. Still, I didn’t want to rouse his
curiosity.
“This doesn’t seem the sort of thing to be done over text,” Emmett said. “If you think it
would help, I’d like to see you.”
I remembered Emmett had lost his own father many years ago, before we met. “Thank
you,” I said. “I appreciate the offer, but I doubt I can get away. I mean, this wasn’t my plan for
the week.”
“No problem,” he said. “I totally get it. It’s probably not a good idea anyway. I just
remember sometimes wanting desperately to be around people, and other times wanting nothing
to do with anyone.”
“You know what it’s like, don’t you?” I said.
“Unfortunately, yes,” Emmett said. “I’m so sorry. I know you must have a lot to deal
with; it’s overwhelming. You can call me or text me anytime, you know.”
It dawned on me that I wanted to see Emmett while he was still in town. “Who knows,” I
said. “Maybe I can get away for a little bit tomorrow after all.”
That evening, Shannon, Rob, and the boys came over. For a change, Stella didn’t
complain about hanging out with her younger cousins. The kids went to the basement, listless
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and somber. I reached into the refrigerator and grabbed a couple beers for Grant and Rob. I
opened a bottle of sauvignon blanc and poured glasses for Shannon and me.
“I can’t believe this is happening,” Shannon said. “It hardly seems possible. That he’s
gone, I mean.”
“It’s crazy, but somehow I thought he was immortal, that the drinking would never catch
up with him. You should be commended for trying to talk to him about slowing down a little,” I
said to Shannon. I raised my glass and took a drink. I hadn’t said anything to my father because I
felt it would be too hypocritical to admonish my father and Kitty for their drinking. Not that I
was an alcoholic, but I was no teetotaler either. I had noticed that was much easier to point out
the flaws in others than it was to look unsparingly on one’s own shortcomings. But perhaps
silence hadn’t been the right approach, either.
“How do you know they’d been drinking?” Rob said. “Do you have a crystal ball? Did
you ever think he might have just tripped?”
“Given that it was a Saturday night in the Season, I think it’s a pretty safe assumption,” I
said, trying to keep my voice calm. “And all I was saying is that Shannon probably did the right
thing by trying to talk to him.”
“But in the end, what good did it do? I just pissed him off.” Shannon said, then paused.
“By the way, Kitty called this afternoon. She made a comment about how ‘some people’ were
not going to be happy about the will.” Shannon took a long drink of wine.
“That means us,” I said. “You’d think she’d be able to hold off until his body was cold
before starting in.”
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“Bitch,” Rob said. Red crept up his neck like a rash. It was possible that he was only
talking about Kitty. But it felt as if he were referring to Shannon, Kitty and me; all of us rolled
up tight and dispensed with in one tidy, percussive expletive.
“You really think your father will leave it all to Kitty?” Grant said. “I just don’t see that
happening.”
“You see what you want to see,” I said. “Not what’s actually there.”
Grant pressed his lips together and rolled his beer bottle from side to side, staring at the
counter.
“We’ll find out soon enough,” Shannon said, steadying Grant’s beer bottle. “I give it two
weeks, tops.”

June 2007

Grant’s parents had dragged their feet for a year, hoping that Grant would change my
mind about living on the farm. But I didn’t budge. Finally, they’d had enough. They put the farm
on the market.
“We could still buy it, you know,” Grant said. The man was nothing if not persistent.
“No,” I said. I was actually the one who’d grown tired of the conversation. “Nothing’s
changed. If anything, I love our neighborhood more than ever.” But no matter what I said, Grant
didn’t get the message. He still thought he’d somehow change my mind. He’d tried everything:
he tried begging me to give his idea a chance. When that didn’t work, he tried bargaining: if I
agreed to live on the farm for five years, he’d find an engineering job that didn’t require travel.
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When I didn’t bite, he tried guilting me: “Why won’t you support my vision for our family? It
could be so wonderful—if you let it.”
I hoped the farm sold quickly, so that the sore subject could finally be put to rest.
But that wasn’t what happened. Months went by and the property was still on the market.
Then came the real estate crash of 2008, and the failure of my children’s clothing boutique.
Amidst the fallout, I felt relieved we hadn’t invested in the farm, but Grant never gave up on the
idea. Somehow, he thought everything would be better if we lived there. It turned out that
Grant’s parents were stuck with the farm another three years, and when it finally sold, it didn’t
smooth things between Grant and me. In fact, things got worse.
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Chapter 14:

Second Meeting With Emmett at Shell Cottage

The next day, a Monday, Isabel and Stella went to school and Grant went to work. On the
surface, life looked very much as it had a week ago, but somehow everything felt different—as if
the tune of my existence had shifted from a major to a minor key. Emmett and I had agreed that I
would pick him up from his hotel at noon and that I would drop him off at the airport. In
between, I wanted to show him the shell cottage. I told him about it on the way to my father’s
house, although I probably should have called it Kitty’s house. I pulled into the driveway and
entered the gate code while Emmett craned his neck, taking in the property.
“Wow, Jules,” he said. “This is where you grew up?”
“Not really,” I said. “It was my grandparents’ house. We moved here when I was a
teenager.” It had been a long time since I’d brought someone new to the property; it was easy to
forget the grand and imposing first impression the house and grounds made on people.
“I imagine these woods saw some wild times,” he said.
“With Ben, sure,” I said. “Not so much with Shannon and me. Things were weird
between my parents back then. The last thing we wanted was witnesses to that mess.”
I parked at the far end of the circular driveway, near one of the paths that led to the
cottage. As we walked, our breath rose in plumes above our heads and cold-brittle leaves
crunched under our feet.
“You may be the only person I’ve ever known who grew up with a deconsecrated chapel
in her backyard,” Emmett said.
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I unlocked the door and we stepped inside. The thin winter light fell gently on the shells,
their iridescence making them look as if they were lit from within. Emmett walked to the nearest
wall and moved the tips of his fingers over the rocks and shells.
“It’s beautiful,” he said, looking around the room at the sycamore tree; my mother’s birth
and death dates. He wandered over to the cluttered worktable and picked up the scapula I’d
recently found, turning it over in his hands. “Did you collect all this yourself?”
“Most of it,” I said. “But people sometimes give me things they come across in the
woods.” I showed Emmett the bird’s nest Shannon had found. He walked in front of the sofa,
over to the large stained-glass window, the one with Adam, Eve and the apple tree. Jewelcolored light pooled at his feet.
“They tried to blame Eve,” he said, taking a step toward me. His hand brushed mine.
“But it wasn’t entirely her fault,” I said. Our eyes locked and he was so close I could
smell the fabric softener he used on his button-down shirt. I tilted my head up and his lips were
on mine. I closed my eyes and for a long, intoxicating moment I forgot where I was, forgot
everything that had happened over the last thirty-six hours. I felt alive with anticipation, with
what might happen next. Perhaps I felt as Eve felt, right before reaching for the apple.
Then Emmett let go of my fingers and moved away. I opened my eyes and saw that he
looked troubled.
“I’m so sorry,” he said. “I shouldn’t have, not now, not here.”
“Don’t apologize,” I said. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”
“It’s too soon,” he said. “I don’t want you to look back and feel I took advantage after
everything that’s happened. Not after you brought me to this lovely place, it wouldn’t be right.”
“Such the gentleman,” I said, not bothering to hide the edge in my voice.
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“Jules,” he said. “You’re grieving. It’s just not right.”
I didn’t know what to say. I felt crestfallen, as if Emmett had rejected me yet again, even
while I recognized that he was completely in the right. “We better go,” I said. “It’s a long drive
to the airport.”
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Chapter 15:

Conversation with Heather; Grant’s Cheating Episode

That evening, I called Heather and told her about my father.
“Oh God, Jules, I’m so sorry. That’s horrible,” she said. “Is there anything I can do? Do
you know when the funeral will be? I want to be there for you.”
“Please don’t feel you have to. Really. And honestly, at this point I have no idea what’s
happening, if there’ll be a funeral, a celebration of life or what. My father wanted to be cremated,
but I don’t know if Kitty will allow it. She’s said before that she wants to be buried next to him.
Like in graves. Who knows where. It could be here; it could just as easily be in Palm Beach.”
“I’m sure all that takes time to sort out; it just happened. Will you please tell me once you
know?”
“Of course,” I said. “But again—don’t feel you have to attend. Especially if it’s in Palm
Beach.”
“How are you holding up?” Heather said.
“I’m okay, mostly,” I said. “My dad and I had our differences over the years. But he was
a good grandfather to my girls.”
“That’s not what I’m asking,” Heather said, ever so gently. “How are you feeling?”
“I don’t know, I’m all messed up.”
“Messed up how?”
“I don’t know, in every way possible. Did I tell you I saw Emmett this weekend? Twice?
The first time, nothing happened. But the second time, I took him to the shell cottage. And I
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kissed him. And he pulled away. So I feel really weird right now,” I said. “I mean, technically,
I’ve just become an orphan—a cheating one at that.”
“Oh God, Jules. That’s a lot. No wonder you’re feeling messed up. I’m so sorry.”
“Don’t be sorry,” I said quickly. “It’s not your fault. It’s just what’s happened.” I felt bad
after my outburst. How could I expect Heather to understand? She was gainfully employed,
happily single, and her own parents were both alive and still married, living in the house she’d
grown up in outside Washington, D.C. She and I couldn’t have been more opposite if we tried.
“Do you think you’ll see Emmett again?”
“I don’t know; it’s too much to think about right now. I mean, maybe I’m having a big
freak out because my father’s dead. And I’m doing stupid things with Emmett to remind myself
I’m still alive—I don’t know.”
“Don’t be so hard on yourself, Jules,” Heather said. “It might be a stupid cliché, but in
this case it’s true: time will tell.”
“You’re right,” I said. “Where would I be without you?”
“The same place you are now,” she said. “Call me when you know about the
arrangements, ok?”

I couldn’t stop thinking about taking Emmett to the shell cottage. Such an odd thing to
do. Did I kiss him to get back at Grant, for what he had done in Toronto? No, of course not.
We’d put that behind us. Hadn’t we?

June 2011
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It happened after a surprise win for Grant’s team in Toronto. He called me after the race
and said everybody was celebrating; doing shots of tequila. But not him. He was tired, going to
bed early because he had an early morning flight back to Indianapolis. But I found out later that
he didn’t go to bed early; a round of shots to appease the guys led to another and another. I
finally called after he didn’t answer my texts about when he’d be landing in Indianapolis.
“Oh God. What time is it?” he said, his voice fuzzy and disoriented.
“Where are you?” I said, confused. “Your flight was supposed to take off a half-hour ago.
Was there a delay?” So unsuspecting. I honestly thought I’d misremembered the time I was
supposed to pick him up at the airport.
“Oops, I better be going.” I heard a female voice in the background, then shuffling.
“Bye.”
“Who was that? Wait, are you still at the hotel?” I said, my confusion shifting to
suspicion.
“No, yes,” Grant said, flustered. “Nobody’s here, I don’t know what you’re talking about.
Just the cleaning lady. I have to go.”
“Wha—”
But Grant had hung up on me. I felt sick. I stared at the phone in my hand as if it were
radioactive, then dropped it on the kitchen counter. I was gob smacked; I might not be a super
savvy New Yorker any longer, but I knew that female voice was not part of the hotel cleaning
staff. But who was she? Maybe a colleague? I wanted to give Grant the benefit of the doubt; he’d
never done anything like this before. That I knew of. I reminded myself he was not the cheating
type. But what made me think that? Was it because my mother had once said so?
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The phone buzzed on the counter. Part of me wanted to throw it across the room. Why
was I being so stupid, so obtuse? How pathetic was it to make excuses for your spouse’s
indiscretions? Obviously, some woman had spent the night in Grant’s hotel room, he had missed
his flight, and he was now attempting to lie his way out of it. As the phone buzzed and buzzed, it
occurred to me that if I didn’t pick up, he’d keep calling until I did. And in an odd way, I was
curious—perhaps morbidly so—as to what he’d say for himself. Would he fess up? Would there
be tears? Yelling? Maybe he’d try to bluster his way through it. I answered the phone, bracing
myself.
“It’s not what you think,” Grant said. “Oh, okay, well maybe it is—but not really.”
“I’m afraid you aren’t making much sense,” I said coolly—I couldn’t help myself; first of
all, it was true. And second, I wanted to belittle him. After listening to my mother yell and
scream and sob for years over my father’s affairs, especially later on when he refused to stop
seeing Kitty, I promised myself to have some dignity if and when I was in a similar situation. But
even at the time, my rationality felt like a sham. Why should I pretend to be cold and judgmental
when I was hurt and confused? I was being just as irrational and nonsensical as Grant. “What are
you trying to say?”
“It was a mistake; you’ve got to believe me. I don’t even know what happened. Like, I
seriously don’t remember inviting that lady up to my room. Or if we even did anything. I have no
idea. I was blackout drunk—ask anyone.”
“And whose fault is it that you were that intoxicated?” I said. “Did your buddies hold a
gun to your head and force you to drink?”
“They were doing shots. And I did one, so they’d think I was the cool boss. And then
someone bought another round, and I bought a third.”
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“And after that, I suppose the rest is history.”
“Jules, you know I never do stuff like that. I made a bad choice, I screwed up, and it got
out of hand. I’m sorry.”
What was I supposed to say? “I believe you didn’t mean to get blackout drunk,” I said
slowly. “But you did. And now you’ve missed your flight. The girls and I were looking forward
to seeing you today. Now I’ve got to tell them won’t be happening. Goodbye, Grant.” It was my
turn to hang up on him.
And when Isabel and Stella asked where their father was, why he wasn’t home when he
was supposed to be, I covered for him. I made up a lie about his flight being cancelled, about
how he ran all around the Toronto airport, trying to find a flight home so he could be with them.
When Grant came home, bleary-eyed, later that evening, he made a big production of
giving Isabel and Stella t-shirts and snow globes from Toronto. Even then, they were too old to
get excited about a few souvenirs, and soon Isabel went back to her room and Stella went outside
to participate in the nightly neighborhood game of Capture the Flag.
Once we were alone, Grant approached me. Involuntarily, I stepped back. He looked
bewildered, as if he couldn’t imagine why I’d want to avoid him. I waited for him to speak.
“Jules, I don’t know what to say, I’m so sorry. I made a mistake; I hope you can forgive
me.” He looked at me with raised eyebrows, as if he were a little kid apologizing for reaching
into the cookie jar before dinner.
I burst into tears. “I’m supposed to forgive you, just like that? You’ve got to be joking.
You leave me here alone half the summer—every summer! Taking care of the kids, taking care
of the house. While I’m trying to get the bookstore up and running. But you just fly off with your
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team, no worries. How would you feel if I did that to you? Do you think it’d be easy to forgive
and move on?”
“Yes of course—I trust you; I’d forgive you,” Grant said.
“Really?” I said. “How convenient that you’d be so magnanimous about it. Somehow I
doubt it’d go down that way.”
“Come on, Jules. One mistake in ten years isn’t the end of the world.”
“But you’re leaving for the next race in less than two weeks. If I forgive you, what’s to
keep you from doing it again?” I was yelling, I couldn’t help myself. Usually when Grant and I
fought, we tried to keep our voices down so we didn’t worry Isabel and Stella. “You know what I
think? I think you’re punishing me because your parents sold the farm and we didn’t buy it. Now
it’s gone and you’re trying to make me feel as bad as you do.”
“How ridiculous. That has nothing to do with it,” Grant said, offended. “I feel like hell
right now; I’m so hung over I’m pretty sure my head is going to explode. And to top it off, I
don’t even remember what happened! It’s not like I’m going to be seeking out another
experience like that anytime soon. And I’m certainly not trying to ‘punish’ you.” He did the little
air quotes thing with his fingers that he knew I hated.
“Are you sure about that?” I said. “Because it really feels like you are.”
Grant’s eyes narrowed. “This is insane; I’m not going to fight with you. I said I’m
sorry—even though I don’t remember anything and don’t really know that I have anything to be
sorry for. If you can’t accept it, I’d say we have a lot bigger problems than I ever imagined.” He
tilted his chin, as if daring me to defy him.
I stared at him, flabbergasted. Grant had never come at me like that before, never looked
at me with such contempt. How was anything I said insane? He was the one who had overslept,

83

missing his flight and getting caught with another woman in his room—not me. But somehow, I
was being framed as the bad one, the untrusting spouse unable to let bygones be bygones.
I started to doubt my perspective. What if I was being too hard on Grant? If he was in fact
telling the truth and actually didn’t remember anything from the previous night, then of course
he’d be frustrated that I hadn’t given him the benefit of the doubt. Perhaps I was letting my
memories of my parents’ messed up marriage intrude on my relationship: Grant was not my
father, and I was not my mother. And nobody was perfect; maybe I should give Grant the benefit
of the doubt. “I don’t want to fight either,” I finally said. “I felt blindsided and I was looking for
reasons why it happened.”
Grant’s face softened and he looked like his old, familiar self again. “It was a one-time
lapse—you’ll see. It won’t happen again.” He put his arms around me, and I wiped my nose on
his shirt. And I hoped it would be the end of the indiscretions. But I was wrong.
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Chapter 16:

They Find Out What’s in the Will

The following week, Bill, my father’s lawyer, called me. “I’ve finally got a copy of your
father’s updated will,” he said.
“Updated?” I said. I didn’t know he’d modified his will.
“I had a copy, but not the latest version. I’ll email it to you, but there’s a lot to take in. I
thought I better walk you through it, then you can tell Shannon and Ben.”
“Great,” I said. “I’ve already heard we won’t like it.”
Bill ignored me and plunged ahead. “The houses in Indy and Palm Beach go to Kitty,
along with your father’s share of the business and his investment portfolio.”
The hollowed-out, numb feeling returned. My mother was right. “It seems pretty
straightforward to me,” I said. “My father left us nothing.”
“Not quite nothing,” Bill said. “Your father recently had the estate in Indianapolis broken
into two parcels. One contains the house and the grounds immediately surrounding it—that’s the
parcel that goes to Kitty. The other parcel includes the land behind the house—the forest and the
creek—that part goes equally to you, Shannon and Ben. It’s a big chunk of property; you should
be able to sell it for a good price.”
I couldn’t believe this was happening. “We’re not selling it,” I said. “We’re donating it to
the Nature Conservancy. They’re going to make it into the David and Kitty Williams Nature
Preserve. My father and I talked about it several times.”
“Sorry, Julia. It sounds like his plans changed. Unless you’ve got something signed by
him in the last six months, the new will supersedes those conversations.”
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Shit. And now that the land belonged to my siblings and me—our only inheritance—what
exactly was our obligation to the organization? I could already hear Rob, for one, loudly
protesting a possible donation, haranguing Shannon about the need to sell the land to a developer
for top dollar. I thought about my debts, and how despite my mother’s words of warning and my
disavowals to Grant, underneath it all, I’d secretly expected to be able to settle everything with
the money I’d inherit from my father. But the only thing I’d inherited was something that felt as
if it wasn’t entirely mine, as if it belonged only to itself. I realized that although it would be a
terrible financial decision, I would fight to convince my siblings to donate the land to the Nature
Conservancy. Some things were more important than money; I would get a job like a normal
person and pay off the debt, even if it took years. In the furthest reaches of my mind, I felt relief
that I hadn’t asked my father for a loan as Grant and I had discussed the night of the Snowball
dance.

That evening, I invited Shannon and Ben over. Rob came.
“This is a meeting for siblings only,” I said.
“What about Grant?” Rob said. “If he’s here, I don’t see why it’s such a big deal for me
to be here.”
I wondered for the thousandth time how Shannon put up with the man.
“I live here,” Grant said, irritated.
“It’s okay,” Ben said. “Let’s just get on with it.” His trip to Palm Beach following my
father’s death had been a waste of time. He had found Kitty preoccupied, meeting all day with
lawyers, then claiming exhaustion and shutting herself in her bedroom in the evenings. With
effort, I suppressed the urge to remind Ben that Shannon and I had told him so.
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When everyone was seated and listening, I went over the provisions of the will.
Ben sighed mightily. “I shouldn’t be surprised. But wow.” Ben worked at the family firm
and had only one thought about my father’s estate plan. “Fucking Dad. He knew Uncle Jim and I
would have to buy Kitty out—pretty slick. Make us fund Kitty’s inheritance; God knows she has
no interest in running the business. I vote to sell the land; I need the money to pay Kitty for her
share of the firm.”
Ben’s take surprised me; I thought he might want to pursue the philanthropic route:
counteract the criticism that the family business was adding to the city’s ever-growing sprawl by
creating a nature park. But Ben had a point: he and my uncle Jim practically had to buy out
Kitty; otherwise, they risked her selling her share to an incompatible or hostile entity.
“What do you think, Shannon?” I asked.
“I don’t know,” she said. “I’ve got to consider the options.” Meaning she didn’t dare
comment before speaking to her husband.
“I think we need to bear in mind dad’s conversations with the Nature Conservancy,” I
said.
“Why?” Ben said. “If dad wanted them to have the land, he would have left it to them.”
“True,” Rob said.
I ignored them. “I’m not going to pretend I was privy to everything dad discussed with
the Nature Conservancy, but I’m pretty sure they had some sort of verbal agreement. Before we
make a decision, I think we owe it to them to consider any proposal they’d like to make—that’s
all.”
“If they’re willing to buy the property at fair market value, I’d consider it,” Ben said.
“I’m not sure they want to buy the property, but let’s see what they have in mind.”
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“Fair enough,” Rob said. As if anyone cared what he thought.
“Okay. So once everything’s cleared with Bill, I’ll make a call to the Nature Conservancy
to see about their interest in the property,” I said.

That night, all I could think about was the shell cottage. If we sold the land, naturally the
cottage would go with it. Fat, hot tears rolled down my cheeks. Lying in the darkness, I felt
shame, an emotion Emmett hadn’t warned me about. It pained me to admit it, even to myself, but
I was more upset about the possibility of losing the shell cottage than I was about my own
father’s death. I wanted to talk to Heather, but it was the middle of the night; much as I could
have used their support, it didn’t seem right to wake her. I tried to settle my mind by counting
backwards from a thousand. I repeated nonsense words, but nothing worked. Finally, I took a pill
and slept, only to be tormented by a recurring dream, one I’d been having since I was in middle
school.

In the dream, I’m thirteen years old and Ben is a year old. It’s just the two of us, and we
are on the deserted deck of a massive cruise ship in the middle of the ocean. I’m helping my
brother walk, his fingers are clutching mine; he’s getting the hang of it. But he loses patience and
whines to be carried. I lift him up, balancing him on my hip. We wander to the ship’s railing and
a stiff wind blows our hair back from our faces. I point to a distant ship on the horizon and
without warning, Ben lunges forward, over the railing. I try to grab him, but he’s out of reach. I
scream for help but there’s no one around; it’s as if the entire ship has been abandoned. All I can
do is watch him tumble through the air until he hits the dark waters below with a tiny splash,
then sinks in the chop.
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Heart pounding, I jolted awake, my body drenched in sweat. It had been more than thirty
years since our parents took us on a cruise for spring break; why did I continue to have this
dream?
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Chapter 17:

Ben Tells Julia the Bones are Tasha’s

A few days later, Ben texted me a link to a news story. I considered ignoring it; what if
his phone had been stolen and some nefarious person was sending malware? But then he texted
again: “Call me when you read this.” For some reason, the follow-up text reassured me; why
would a cybercriminal instruct me to call him?
I followed the link to an article from a TV station in North Carolina. Human Remains
Found in Black Mountains Identified. The words blurred in front of my eyes; blood pounded in
my ears. I saw the name Tasha Kingsley. Of course, the bones were hers; why else would he
send me such an article? Hands shaking, I called Ben. Oh Ben, my baby brother whose sweat at
age two smelled like cooked hamburger meat and who called me “Goo,” because he couldn’t say
“Jules.”
“I’m so sorry, Ben. I really didn’t think it would be her; I kept hoping she’d started a new
life somewhere, incognito or something.”
“I always knew it was her,” he said.
“How?” I said.
“There are things I didn’t tell you about that night.”
“Ben. What are you saying?” My throat constricted. Our mother had been gone so long
that as the eldest sibling, I had become a mother figure to Ben; my brother had become my son.
Little Ben-Ben. I bit my lip, my heart clattered, and I blinked back tears—just as if he were my
own wayward child, about to confess a terrible crime. I imagined my mother talking to me, her
voice a straight pin through the balloon of my foreboding: “Julia, you’re such a worrier, you’ll
give yourself a stroke.” There was a long pause. Over the phone line, I heard a door bang shut.
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“Ben?”
“I need a little privacy; Sarah knows something’s up. Here’s the thing. I’ve got to go to
the police, I can’t live with this any longer.”
“For God’s sake, Ben, what did you do?”
Another long pause. “The night Tasha ran away, a storm was blowing in, you could feel
it. The sky was dark purple, like a bruise, and it was windy, so windy. And cold. Tasha thought it
would be the perfect time to leave because the rain would wash away her tracks or something. I
followed her into the mountains. I just wanted to convince her to come back.”
As I listened to Ben, his voice took on a methodical, sing-song quality. The story sounded
rehearsed. As if there were a pile of building blocks scattered in front of him and he must arrange
each one just so, in order for the edifice to come together properly. “I climbed the school fence
and got deep enough into the forest that I couldn’t see any lights. Then I sprinted toward her and
grabbed her sleeve. She must have known someone was following, because she was ready for
me; she hit my head with her water bottle.”
“Woah,” I said.
“Then she took off running. I kept up pretty well, even though I was seeing stars. I kept
whisper-yelling, ‘Wait, wait.’ We were pretty far from the school, but I was still scared someone
might hear us. Then we’d both be dead, getting caught off property and all.”
“Did she stop?”
“We were both out of breath, and finally she turned and said, ‘Stop right there.’ So I did.
I put my arms up and everything. I told her I just wanted to talk, that there had to be another way.
She was watching me and fumbling through her backpack. I remember at the time thinking it
was weird. Like she was fishing for a grenade or something.”
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“What was she doing?” I said.
“Reaching for a knife. She held it out so I could see it. Then she put it to her neck. She
said, ‘If you don’t leave by the time I count to five, I’m going to cut my own jugular.’ I was like,
‘Tasha, I just want to talk, that’s all.’ But she said she didn’t have time for that, she had to go.
And then she started counting, so I lunged at her.”
“Oh Ben,” I murmur.
“What was I supposed to do?”
“I don’t know, leave her the fuck alone, mind your own business?”
“But she never would have made it out of those woods alive.”
“She didn’t,” I yelled. “She didn’t make it out alive,” I said, quieter.
“I know what you’re thinking. I didn’t kill her. In fact, she actually stabbed me. Not like
in the gut or anything. Just a nick on the arm, after I tried to grab her. Then she took off in the
dark. I was already so far from campus. I was pretty sure someone would notice we were gone—
if they hadn’t already. I thought if I went back, I might be able to cover for her for a little while.
It was starting to snow. I didn’t know what to do.”
“So what do you think happened to Tasha?”
“I don’t know, obviously she made it further than I thought, maybe she bedded down for
the night and it was just too cold. They searched for weeks, until the really bad weather came,
then kept searching the following spring. She became a kind of legend. Rumors of Tashasightings in Charlotte and Asheville and Charleston. Like Elvis.”
“And that’s all you know?”
“Yes,” he said, a little edge in his voice. “What would be the point of hiding anything
now?”
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“Does Sarah know you’re thinking of going to the police? I mean, that’s a big deal.”
“Well, that’s the thing. I was hoping you could help me; she doesn’t know anything—
about the knife, I mean—yet.”
“Jesus, Ben, when are you going to tell her?”
“Soon, but I need a neutral party there. With everything going on right now, she’ll freak,
I just know it. She’ll think I killed Tasha and that’s why we’ve been cursed with infertility.”
“I really doubt she’ll think that,” I said.
“But she already has. That’s why I need a witness there—a neutral party—when I tell
her.”
“First of all, I’m hardly a neutral party; I’m your sister, for God’s sake. This is something
you’ve got to do on your own. Either you come clean now and tell her everything, or you say
nothing and take the risk that something comes out in the investigation. Like, for example, what
if your blood is still on the knife?”
There was a long pause. The line crackled. Had my brother hung up on me? “Ben, are
you there?”
“Jesus God you think of everything,” he said. “Always ready with the worst-case
scenario.”
“I’m sorry,” I said. “It just occurred to me. Actually, there’s no way that any traces of
blood would still be on the knife, that would be impossible...” My voice trailed off. We had both
watched enough true crime TV to know that Ben’s DNA could very well still be on the blade.
“And the knife was probably with her when they found her; where else would it be? What
do I tell Sarah?”
“That you most definitely didn’t kill her. That you were only trying to help.”
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I hung up after making Ben promise he’d call if he heard anything more about the
investigation.
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Chapter 18:

Julia Negotiates with Nature Conservancy

Later that day, I was talking to Emmett on the phone.
“Come see me,” Emmett said.
“Now’s not the time,” I said. Somehow, the visit to the shell cottage had brought a certain
momentum, an urgency, to our conversations. He wanted to come to Indianapolis again, but I
had convinced him to hold off until we knew Kitty’s plans for my father’s funeral. The invitation
to New Jersey was a new development.
“Help me pick out a place,” Emmett said. “I’ve been renting since the divorce and my
lease is up. It’s time for me to buy something.”
I forced myself to breathe. My heart ricocheted around my chest. “This is unexpected,” I
said, trying to keep my voice steady. I wasn’t sure how I felt about Emmett’s invitation. Maybe
he simply wanted a second opinion on his house hunt, but I doubted that. It seemed as if he
wanted more. It scared me a little: if I approved of this place or that, was I somehow agreeing to
spend time there? Would that be such a bad thing? I wasn’t sure.
“Sort of. It’s been a long time coming,” Emmett said.
“Does Dashiell know? About me, I mean.” It was a given that the boy would hate me. I
hadn’t met Emmett’s son but already I felt protective of him; I knew what it was like to have
your father’s girlfriend forced upon you.
“I told him last night. That you’re the best, that it won’t affect him, that it’ll stay the same
between him and me.”
“I’m pretty sure he doesn’t believe you.”
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“Actually, he didn’t seem phased by it. Wanted to know if he could get a Sony
PlayStation at the new place.”
“You know I can’t do anything at the moment,” I said.
“Don’t you think you could slip away, just for a weekend?”
“No,” I said. “I can’t.” If you feel you have to do this right now, you’ll have to pick a
place on your own. The market’s good there, you can sell again if you need to.”
“I just wanted you to be a part of this decision,” Emmett said. I could hear the sadness,
the hurt in his voice.
“Emmett. My father’s funeral could be any day. How do you expect me to fly across the
country at a time like this?” A hard edge had crept into my voice. Why was Emmett putting so
much pressure on me to choose a place with him? Something felt off.
“I know, I should have realized—about your father, I mean. I’m sorry, it was
inconsiderate, I wasn’t thinking clearly. I just want to get on with it, you know?”
“I hear you,” I said. “But things are a little crazy right now. I thought you understood
that. And how can you be sure you want to buy something with me in mind? What’s wrong with
renewing the lease for another year and seeing how things go?”
“Don’t get it twisted,” Emmett said. “I’ve been thinking of doing this for a long time—
it’s not just some random, fly-by-night decision. But I can see how it would appear that way.
Also, I’m not saying you have to come live with me. I’m getting my own place and I want you to
be involved. That’s it.”
I exhaled and the muscles in my shoulders relaxed; I didn’t realize how tense I had
become. “I think I understand now,” I said. “I’d like to help, but add it to the list of things I can’t
do at the moment. Like, for example, I’d like you could come to my father’s funeral.”
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“It’s not impossible; I’d come if you really wanted me to.”
“Like incognito? You could wear a disguise so no one would recognize you. If anyone
asks, we could say you’re a friend of Heather’s or something.”
“Did I tell you that when my father died, I put a copy of the first book I designed for
Macmillan in his casket?”
“You told me, a long time ago,” I said. “I remember it well. He didn’t get to see it, but he
knew it was coming out soon. I bet he was so proud of you.” I knew it wasn’t Emmett’s
intention, but I felt downcast. “Kitty decided to have my father cremated. Which is what he
wanted.”
“That’s good, right?” Emmett said.
“Yes, it’s good she’s honoring his wishes. Also, it’s good because I won’t have to feel
guilty about having nothing to put in his casket.”

After weeks of correspondence with the Nature Conservancy, I presented a deal to
Shannon and Ben. This time, I arranged for us to meet at a coffee shop during the day. To avoid
Rob.
“Two years?” Ben said. “They want us to sit on this property, paying taxes on it, for two
years while they get their fundraising shit together? No way.”
“Come on, Ben. They’ve agreed to pay us fair market value. And they’re going to make it
a nature preserve, like Dad wanted—like we all want, right? You can’t expect a small non-profit
to have that kind of cash on hand.”
“At this point, what Dad wanted is not my problem,” Ben said. “Jim and I need to buy
out Kitty like yesterday—she’s trying to wrap her head around the business, calling five times a
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day from Palm Beach, saying her accountants are demanding this or that financial statement,
trying to figure out what her share is worth. I can’t take it much longer.”
“She’s doing it to annoy you, so you’ll be anxious to buy her out at any price. Don’t
cave,” I said.
“You try dealing with that woman five times a day. And now you’re telling me the best
the Nature Conservancy can do is a two-year deal?”
“Pretty much,” I said.
“And what if they can’t raise the money? What then, Jules? Are we supposed to wait
another ten years?”
To be honest, I hadn’t thought of that; I had simply assumed they’d be able to raise the
money. “I’m sure two years is plenty of time,” I said.
“Have they ever purchased property before?”
“This is the first time. But they have a lot of community support,” I said.
Ben rolled his eyes. “Great. So we’re the guinea pigs.”
“Shannon, you’ve been awfully quiet,” I said. “What do you think?”
“Well, Rob would like a developer he knows to look at the property. And I agree with
Ben, Jules. At this point, who cares what Dad wanted? He certainly didn’t take into consideration
what we wanted. Besides, I think it’s too risky to wait two years. Think what each of us could do
with that money if we sold now? We could invest it and make money for two years instead of
paying property taxes on it.”
I closed my hands into fists under the table. I wanted to shake my sister. She sounded as
if she were Rob’s trained parrot, as if he’d hijacked her brain and her vocal cords and was
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speaking for her from afar. “Okay, Shannon,” I said, trying to keep my voice neutral. “That
sounds like good advice from Rob. But what are your thoughts?”
“I don’t know,” Shannon said. “I like the woods and all. It’s a pretty piece of property.
But I don’t feel a connection to it like you do.”
“After everything that’s happened there, maybe it’s more a trauma bond than a real
connection,” Ben said.
“You mean what happened with Mom,” I said.
“We don’t talk about that,” Shannon said, her voice a sharp warning. Even after all these
years, her words threw acid on the conversation.
“I was thinking of the memorial,” Ben said quickly. “Not the other thing.”
“Then say what you mean,” Shannon said. “I’m sure we can have the shell cottage moved
if it means that much to you.”
“I don’t want it moved,” I said. “But I did negotiate it so that we can go back there with
the kids a couple times a year if we want, as long as the conservancy has the property.”
“That would be nice,” Shannon said, calmer now. “The boys do like it back there. I don’t
know, maybe we should give the conservancy a chance.”
“I think we should. For sure,” I said. “Shall we vote?”
“We should probably sleep on it,” Ben said. He knew Rob would harangue Shannon until
she changed her mind, once he heard about the Nature Conservancy’s proposal. So it was
definitely in Ben’s best interest to put off a vote.
But I wanted this done already. I wanted us to give the Nature Conservancy a chance to
raise the money. I couldn’t bear to think of the property going to a developer who would most
likely wedge a neighborhood subdivision into those lovely acres. All those big old trees chopped
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down; the ecosystem destroyed. For rows of cookie-cutter housing in a market that had plenty of
new housing stock. It didn’t make sense, not with the city becoming ever more polluted, not with
the world getting hotter and hotter every year. What little forest remained in our city, we needed
to protect. But I knew better than to get into all that. Guilting my brother and sister into altruism
would only push them into the arms of Rob’s developer. And my father’s wishes would not
convince either of them to vote for the Conservancy. Besides, if I made Shannon vote right now,
she’d just renege later, after she talked to Rob. I saw that I didn’t really have a choice.
“Okay, let’s sleep on it. We’ll reconvene in a couple days for a vote,” I said.
“Why can’t we just text you?” Ben said. “It’s not like we have follow Robert’s Rules or
something.”
“Fine,” I said. “Maybe that would be more efficient. But I don’t mind meeting again if
you want to talk more about it.”

100

Chapter 19:

Shannon Decides to Move Out/Their Father’s Funeral

Kitty called the next day. She had decided to have a celebration of life for my father in
Indianapolis between Christmas and New Year’s.
“Then I’d like to spread his ashes in the woods,” she said.
“Whatever you think,” I said. But I felt odd about it. “Are you sure you don’t want to
scatter them in the ocean this spring, when we’re all there for spring break? I’ve heard him say
that’s what he wanted. For us to spread them in the turquoise waters by Peanut Island.”
Perhaps because my mother died without leaving any indication of her wishes, my father,
siblings and I often talked about what we wanted after our own demise, debating the merits of
cremation versus burial; funeral versus celebration of life. Like my father, I wanted to be
cremated. Shannon wanted to be put in a mausoleum when she’s dead, not in the ground. Ben
wanted to be cryogenically frozen. But only if he died of melanoma. He wanted to be thawed out
and brought back to life when a cure was found. “I’m not sure it works that way,” Sarah said.
Kitty sighed. “I think it’s best to spread them in the woods, Julia. Who knows when
everyone will be able to make it to Palm Beach again. I need closure. I don’t want to wait till
spring.” Kitty had a way of talking that made it seem as if I were trying to impose my will on
her, instead of merely pointing out what we all knew my father wanted.
“I see—no problem, whatever you think is best,” I said. Arguing with Kitty was
pointless.
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“Will you call Shannon and Ben and let them know the plan? I’m so overwhelmed; I
don’t think I can handle one more thing.”

First, I called Shannon, then Ben, and told them the plan. Ben was relieved he wouldn’t
have to make another trip to Florida. But Shannon was outraged.
“What the hell, Jules,” Shannon said. “Why didn’t you stand up for dad’s wishes? You
know he wanted his ashes spread in the ocean.”
“Wait, I thought we didn’t give a shit about Dad’s wishes anymore,” I said, annoyed.
Who the hell was Shannon to be insinuating that I had no backbone?
“It was actually Ben who said the thing about dad’s wishes. I never said anything like
that. But’s not like anyone listens to me,” Shannon said, pouting.
“And why do you think no one listens to you, Shannon?” I’d had enough of her self-pity.
“Because Rob manipulates and controls me, blah, blah, blah. But you don’t know
everything, Julia. Do you have any idea where I’m calling from?”
“Tell me, Shannon,” I said.
“I’m at my new apartment—the one I rented—by myself.”
“What? Are you serious? That’s wonderful, that’s fantastic! I’m so happy for you.”
Although I couldn’t stand Rob and I was thrilled Shannon had left him, I made sure not to badmouth him. Once, Shannon and Rob broke up in college and I told my sister what a rat-bastard I
thought he was. After they reconciled, she wouldn’t talk to me for six months.
“I didn’t tell anyone except the lawyer—so she could file the divorce papers—so don’t
start in on why didn’t I tell you anything,” Shannon said. “She put me in touch with this
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advocacy group and they helped me sign the lease for the apartment and everything. God, I felt
so trapped before.”
“You were smart to work with people who know what they’re doing,” I said.
“The lawyer says he won’t be able to control my inheritance anymore.”
“Awesome. That money was always meant to be yours, Shannon. From Mom.”
There was a long pause. I heard my sister sigh, then blow her nose. “I should have done
this years ago.”
“What made you do it now?”
“I don’t know, a lot of things. But some of it has to do with you.”
“How?” I said.
Shannon laughed a little. “Actually, it was something Grant said. He said if he did
anything even remotely like what Rob does to me, you’d leave him in a heartbeat.”
“Wait. I thought no one knew about this but the lawyer.”
“I didn’t really tell him,” Shannon said quickly. “I just made a comment about needing to
talk to Rob before stating my opinion about the thing with the Nature Conservancy.”
“You mean when we were at my house and Rob came, right after Dad’s accident?”
“Yes. When you were opening the wine and Rob and Ben were talking. Grant made that
comment to me, and it was like a fog lifting. I watched Rob being his usual jackass self, and you
trying to hide your disdain. And I—inside, anyway—I lost it. I was like, fuck it. I can’t take this
anymore.”
“But you seemed so normal that night,” I said. “You deserve an Oscar—I had no idea. Do
the boys know?”
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“I’m picking them up from school today, bringing them to the new apartment. The
domestic violence people warned me it could get ugly. That’s why I’m not dancing on tables yet,
if you must know.”
“You mean with custody?” I said.
“Not so much that; the lawyers will work it all out. Apparently, I have a lot more rights
than I realized,” Shannon said. “What I’m worried about is the funeral. I mean, obviously Rob
will be there and so will I. I’m afraid he’ll do something shitty.”
“Wow,” I said. “I hadn’t thought of that. But you’re right. Plenty of people there, he
knows you hate making a scene.”
“You should be on the lookout, he might come to your house, looking for me. That’s why
I had to wait till I could sock away enough money for an apartment. I knew I couldn’t just move
in with you or Ben—he’d find me in a heartbeat.” She lowered her voice. “I sold a bunch of my
handbags online, under a made-up profile.”
I felt like cheering. Shannon had the most amazing couture handbag collection—Gucci,
Goyard, Hermes—all from Rob. But then he’d stiff her on the weekly grocery money. “Good for
you, Shannon. you can carry your shit in a bag from Trader Joe; having your dignity is worth it.”
“So don’t be mad that I’m not giving you my new address? It’s part of the protocol.”
“Mad? I’m so happy for you I could cry.”
“And by the way, I’m voting for the deal with the Nature Conservancy. Fuck Rob’s
developer.”

In my father’s club, where Kitty had decided to hold the celebration of life ceremony—
followed by a reception—the air was overheated and smelled of dust. Ben, the only one of the
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siblings who felt even faint stirrings of identification with our mother’s Roman Catholicism, was
annoyed: “Whoever heard of a wake at a social club?” Nevertheless, Grant, Shannon and I, along
with the kids, took an elevator to the third floor, where the gathering would take place in a large
private room normally used for weddings and cocktail receptions.
My father’s many friends and acquaintances approached us and squeezed our hands,
offering us words of condolence in hushed tones. Shannon’s eyes darted around the room; I
imagined she was looking for Rob. Ben and Sarah were running late; I hadn’t seen them yet. Ben
was not happy that Shannon and I had voted to endorse the Nature Conservancy’s proposal, but
what could he do? The kids took seats at the front of the room and Kitty, in a black Chanel suit
and black patent leather stiletto heels, stood at the front of the room, surrounded by a knot of
female friends. I felt a brief flash of compassion for the woman; she was an only child who’d
already lost both her parents. She never had kids of her own: “I spent my prime waiting for your
father,” she told us at every opportunity. Aside from her girlfriends, she was alone in the world.
Finally, I saw Ben and Sarah hurrying through the room toward Shannon and me.
“We should pay our respects to Kitty,” I said.
Ben snorted. “You go ahead. I can’t trust myself to be civil.”
“Negotiations still going nowhere?”
“She won’t budge; she says our father was all she had, and now she can’t bear to let his
share of the company go.”
“What a mess,” Shannon said.
“Why don’t you guys go?” Ben said. “I’ll keep an eye on the kids.”
Shannon and I exchanged a look; Ben was more likely to egg on the kids than to keep
them out of mischief. “Thanks,” I said. “We’ll be right back.”
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Shannon, Grant and I approached Kitty. We took turns hugging our stepmother,
murmuring our condolences.
“Where’s Rob?” Kitty said. The woman, self-centered as she was, always sensed with
laser precision what was amiss.
“We’ve separated,” Shannon said simply.
“But why?” Kitty said. “What a world—no one takes marriage seriously anymore.” Her
eyes reddened and turned glassy. “Honestly, I’m relieved your father is gone. He thought the
world of Rob.”
Shannon pressed her lips together, looked at the floor. “Sorry you feel that way, Kitty,”
she said. “But it’s complicated.”
I felt awe for Shannon. With our stepmother’s sweeping proclamations and her locked-in
worldview, it was difficult to stand up to her.
“We better take our seats,” I said. “The kids are saving places for us. We’ll see you on
New Year’s Day.” Kitty wanted to spread my father’s ashes in the woods then. I led Shannon
away by the arm.
“I can’t stop looking for Rob,” Shannon said. “I know he has a right to be here, but I
don’t want to see him today.”
“Why don’t you sit between Grant and me?” I said. “We’ll buffer you.”
The preacher from Kitty’s megachurch walked to the front of the room, where a dozen
photos of my father and Kitty over the years were displayed on a long table. The man started
talking, and I closed my eyes and tilted my head downward. What was I feeling, underneath the
numbness and the shock? What would I tell Emmett? That I was sad? Yes, I was sad, I realized.
But not so much for the loss of my father, whom I barely knew, but for the fact that I’d never
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know him now; time had run out. Should I have been quicker to forgive him after the incident
with my mother in the shell cottage? But how could I? I heard Emmett’s voice in my head. “At
least he left you the land he knew you loved.” I smiled and opened my eyes. That was Emmett—
looking for and finding the positive in any situation. “I mean, plenty of people have shitty fathers
who leave them nothing.” Emmett was not wrong. Once the Nature Conservancy raised the funds
to purchase the land, they’d make it into preserve—how wonderful was that? An antidote to the
sprawl created by the family business. Maybe it wasn’t enough, but it was something. The kids
would always be able to access the property; the lovely forested acres would never be cut for a
housing development. I thought of the shell cottage, how the Nature Conservancy had promised
as part of the agreement to maintain it and to allow us inside on my mother’s birthday.
The preacher was telling a joke; I stopped paying attention. Lost in my own thoughts, the
words washed over me as abstract sounds, like waves crashing on a distant shore. Grant shifted
and stretched his legs. I realized I should add my father’s name and dates to the walls of the shell
cottage. After all, it was only right. Maybe I would start after we spread his ashes on New Year’s
Day.

After the reception, we walked to our cars in the parking garage. The cold air made my
eyes water, a welcome jolt after the hours spent in the overheated club. Shannon, Ben and I had
decided to go to my house for dinner, so we could be together a little while longer. We didn’t
invite Kitty. “Are we terrible people?” Shannon asked.
“Maybe,” I said. “And I’m okay with that.”
“Speaking of terrible people,” Ben said. “Look.” He lifted his chin toward a car with its
hazards blinking near the parking garage exit. It was Rob.
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“Dad?” Sam, Jack and Will started across the street.
“Come back here,” Shannon yelled, grabbing Jack’s coat. “You know better than to run
out into the middle of the street.”
“Shannon,” Grant said. “Take the kids and go with Jules to the car. Ben, come with me.”
I pulled Shannon and the kids toward the parking garage entrance. I heard yelling, the
squeal of tires as we boarded the elevator. “What the hell,” I said. “Stalking you at your father’s
funeral.”
“Not now,” Shannon said. “Kids. We’ll talk later.”
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Chapter 20:

New Year’s Eve

After the incident outside the parking garage, Shannon filed an order of protection against
Rob. He came to our house that night, irate. “Who the fuck do you think you are, helping
Shannon file a restraining order against me? The father of her children. What the hell, Grant?”
“Who says Grant had anything to do with it?” I couldn’t believe the man’s gall.
“So I helped her,” Grant said. “Sue me. And while you’re at it, get off my property.”
“Stay the hell away from her,” Rob said, his face red. Despite the cold, a bead of sweat
rolled down the side of his face. He turned, walked down the front steps, then yelled, “She’s still
my wife,” before stomping back to his car.
“Asshole,” I said. But I was confused. “You didn’t mention that you helped Shannon file
the restraining order.”
“Sorry,” Grant said, offhand. “I thought I told you. She just wanted someone to help her
get the forms sorted. Ben couldn’t get away from the office, so she asked me.”
“Oh, okay,” I said uncertainly. “I guess that makes sense. Thanks for helping her.”

The next day was New Year’s Eve and I was exhausted. Isabel and Stella were spending
the night at their friends’ houses. Grant and I decided to stay in; we needed a quiet start to the
new year. Around dinnertime, I received a text from Shannon. Hey, do you mind if I crash your
NYE celebration? Kids are with friends, feeling a little lonely.
Of course I didn’t mind, so Shannon came over and the three of us opened a couple nice
bottles of claret. Grant built a fire and we popped open a bottle of champagne at midnight.
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I got a text from Emmett: Happy New Year. Next year together??? I quickly texted back
a heart reaction and silenced my phone. But neither Shannon nor Grant asked me who was
texting me at this hour.
“What a year,” Shannon said. She picked up the empty champagne bottle and her glass
from the coffee table in the living room and put them on the kitchen counter. “You’re not going
to like this, but Ben and I have been talking. We’re not so sure that waiting two years for the
Nature Conservancy to do their fundraising is such a great idea after all.”
“Wait,” I said. “I thought we had an agreement.”
“I need the money now, not in two years,” Shannon said. “So does Ben. He knows a guy
who’ll have a look at the property. Not Rob’s developer.”
“So you’re siding with Ben after all,” I said.
“Don’t be ridiculous. I’d hardly say I’m ‘siding with Ben.’”
“Actually, that’s exactly what you’re doing.”
“Jules. You have no idea. I’m going through a shitty, contentious divorce. There’s only
so much I can deal with.” Shannon said.
“I thought you had access to your money now,” I said. None of this made any sense. “I
thought you were going to make your own decisions now.”
“This is my decision,” Shannon said. “I know it messes with your plans, but I can’t help
that. I want to hear what a developer has to say.”
“It won’t be enough to live off of, if that’s what you’re thinking,” I said bitterly.
Although who was I kidding? I needed the money just as much—if not more—than Shannon did.
How would I put off paying my credit card debts for two whole years? And although I hadn’t
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given up hope, I still hadn’t received any callbacks from the job listings I’d responded to earlier.
If I didn’t find a job soon, two years would be a long time to expect Grant to cover for me.
“That’s not at all what I was thinking,” Shannon said testily. She reached into the cabinet
for a glass and filled it from the kitchen faucet.
“You really shouldn’t drink tap water,” Grant said. “Here, let me get you some from the
charcoal filter.”
Grant and his water anxieties. He had even set it up so our shower water had been triplefiltered. “I’m going to bed,” I said. “See you tomorrow at Dad’s—I mean Kitty’s.”
Shannon looked at me blankly.
“We’re spreading the ashes in the woods—remember?”
“Crap,” Shannon said. “I forgot about that. Well, happy new year anyway. Thanks for
having me.” She gave me a cool, reserved hug and I went to bed, falling into a deep, dreamless
sleep.
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Chapter 21:

Spreading of David’s Ashes/Deal with Developer

It was New Year’s Day and Grant, Isabel, Stella and I stumbled, bleary-eyed into Kitty’s
house. Shannon and her boys had already arrived. Even though Shannon, Ben and I had lived at
the house for years, it felt like a stranger’s house now. It wasn’t the first time it had occurred to
me, but inside our old family house, it hit me hard: my siblings and I were orphans.
“Where are Ben and Sarah?” Kitty said, looking at her watch, annoyed. She was dressed
head to toe in Moncler, as if she were headed to the slopes of Gstaad, not to our woods. “I want
to get it done and over with. They’re forecasting snow this afternoon, and I was hoping you’d all
stay for dinner.”
“Okay, great,” I said, surprised by Kitty’s offer. Maybe I had been too hard on the
woman; perhaps in her way, she meant well. “Let me text Ben. They’re probably running a little
behind. It is New Year’s Day, after all.”
“What was I supposed to do, Julia? Wait till spring?”
I reached for my purse and rifled through it, looking for my phone; Kitty was still Kitty
after all. “This is fine,” I said. “Let me see about Ben and Sarah.” I fumbled around with my
phone while I walked over to the sofa, where Shannon was sitting. “Have you heard from Ben?
Kitty is getting agitated.”
“No,” Shannon said. “I’m sure they’re on their way.”
Just then, Ben and Sarah walked in. Kitty was already opening the door to the pool
terrace. “Let’s go,” she said, clutching what looked like a shoebox to her chest.
Everyone sprang to action, zipping coats, arranging hats, putting on gloves.
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“Do you know where you want the ashes spread?” I asked Kitty as we walked through
the yard toward the path that led to the woods. With the leaves off the trees, the undulations of
the land were more visible. With the lowering gray sky and the tall, dark trees guarding the forest
like sentinels, it felt as if it were twilight, not early afternoon. The mood of the woods was quiet,
peaceful; as if the ancient giants were reminding us that everything would somehow be all right.
“Down by your shell cottage,” Kitty said. “It’s the best view. And you know how your
father liked his vistas.”
“We should have done it at sunset,” Shannon said.
“But the snow,” Kitty said. “There might not be a sunset with the weather coming in this
evening.” Kitty didn’t like anyone criticizing or second-guessing her plans.
Our footsteps crunched the dry, brown leaves that covered the ground. Jack punched Will
and Sam shoved Jack off the path. “Guys—guys!” Grant said. “Keep it together.”
Finally, we arrived at the shell cottage. Kitty walked to the edge of the ravine that
dropped off to the creek valley below. “Isn’t there a little stream running through here? That’s
where I want to spread the ashes.”
“It’s over there,” I said, pointing to the far side of the cottage.
Kitty walked to the dark stream littered with brown leaves. Little chunks of ice clung to
the twigs and debris lining the banks, but a thin trickle, like maple syrup, still flowed. Shannon,
Ben and I gathered around our stepmother. Grant, Sarah and the kids stood beside us. The ashes
were in a plastic bag, secured with a twist tie. Kitty struggled to open it. With difficulty, she
removed her gloves, but her hands were still shaking too much to unwind the tie. Shannon and I
exchanged looks—Kitty had never been one to ask for help. As if we’d choreographed it, I took
off my gloves and opened the bag and Shannon took hold of the cardboard box. Kitty plunged
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her hand into the ashes and started to cry. She sprinkled a handful into the little stream. Even
with the jarring image of Kitty’s hand deep in my father’s ashes, my eyes were dry. I was a
monster, unable to mourn at the sight of my own father’s remains. Kitty put another scoop of
ashes into the stream. But the plastic bag still looked full; the narrow waterway would dam up if
she tried to spread all the ashes there.
“Maybe we can get an urn for the rest,” Shannon said gently.
“Or we could finish spreading them in the big creek,” Ben said logically.
“No,” Kitty said. She had stopped crying. “It has to be here; he loved the sunset here.”
“Let’s find an urn and put it in the shell cottage,” I said. “I’ll build a little shelf for it.”
This appeased Kitty for the moment, and while the rest of the family walked back to the
house, I unlocked the shell cottage and built a little fire. Once the fire was established, I surveyed
the wall space that hadn’t already been covered in mosaics. There was a section across the room
from my mother’s memorial that would be large enough to add my father’s name and dates,
along with a shelf for the urn. On the worktable, I made a pile of the dark river stones I’d use to
spell out my father’s name, along with the dates of his birth and death. I put the gorilla glue on a
little side table by the fire, so that it would soften. I knew I should wait until the weather was
warmer, but Kitty wasn’t the only one who needed closure. After filling my coat pocket with
stones, I started gluing them to the wall. The work was slow and tedious. My mind wandered as I
waited for the stones to adhere to the wall. What will become of this place? Why didn’t my
father protect it? Was I creating a memorial that was destined to be bulldozed by developers after
all? I was able to spell out “David Will—” before running out of smooth, dark rocks. I thought
about going down to the creek to gather more, but I took a seat on the sofa near the fire and
called Emmett; being in the shell cottage reminded me of him.
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“Now that it’s all over, how are you feeling?” Emmett said.
“I don’t know. I feel weird.” Weird was the only word that adequately described the
confusing welter of emotions that swirled inside me when I thought of my father’s passing.
There was a long pause. But the silence was patient, companionable, as if Emmett was
giving me room to breathe, room to reflect. I realized how much I enjoyed our meandering
conversations; conversations that didn’t settle for easy answers, that often didn’t end with any
conclusions at all. Conversations that made an attempt, at least, to get to the heart of the matter.
“Weird, how?” Emmett asked.
The phone buzzed. Grant was calling in, probably wondering when I planned to return to
the house. I kept talking and let the call go to voicemail. “Weird, like what I’m feeling most in
this moment is relief. Which makes no sense and drags behind it a mountain of guilt, complete
with landslides and grizzly bears.”
“Relief and guilt. Sounds familiar.”
“Really? Now I’m feeling even more relief.”
“Yes. Totally the same with my father. Don’t worry, sadness and regret are on their way.
They just take their sweet time showing up.”
“Ha. That’s great. It’s like you’re giving me a roadmap through hell.”
“You don’t have to do this alone.”
“I love you,” I blurted. I held my breath, waiting for what seemed like ages. I couldn’t
believe that after all this time, I’d finally worked up the nerve to say it. Maybe watching my
father’s ashes catch in the undergrowth made me see how short life really was; made me realize I
had to take a risk. But what if I had I gone too far? What if Emmett didn’t love me the way I
loved him? Could I handle the disappointment?
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“I love you too,” he said. “But I didn’t know it until I had that dream. Ever since, I’ve
been wanting to tell you.”
“Really?” I said, like a fool. For once, I didn’t care if I came across as silly or naïve. “I
didn’t tell you before because I didn’t want to make things even more difficult for you. I hoped
and imagined that maybe someday we’d say it, but time has never been our friend.”
“I wish you’d told me. But truthfully, I don’t know what I would have done.”
“That’s the point, right? We’ll never know. I should have told you; I should have had the
courage.”
“It was a long time ago,” Emmett said. “You were so young.”
“I didn’t know anything,” I said. “One thing I’m glad of is that you didn’t meet my
father. At least life spared you that.”
“You don’t think he would’ve liked me?”
“That might be the understatement of the new year.”

The following week, Ben’s developer friend looked at the property. “He’s very
interested,” Ben said. “He thinks it has a lot of potential.”
“That’s great,” I said, “but let me know when he makes an offer.”
“He says it’ll come in the next couple weeks.”
I tried not to think about the developer, about losing the forest and the shell cottage—
because what was the developer going to do, keep it as a shrine for the new neighborhood? I
doubted it. I wondered if the Nature Conservancy knew about a developer looking at the
property, would it motivate them to get more creative with their fundraising efforts? I emailed
my contact at the group, letting her know there was competition. Maybe if the Conservancy’s
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online fundraising campaign had made some progress, Ben and Shannon would reconsider the
deal with the developer. But the response from the Nature Conservancy was not encouraging:
We’re thrilled that in the last couple weeks, we’ve managed to raise over one thousand dollars!
There’s still a long way to go, but we hope you’ll be patient. We’ve got some great ideas for
special events this summer and fall! I didn’t even bother to respond. By this summer, there could
well be half a dozen earth movers on the property. And how could I expect Ben and Shannon to
be swayed by a small grassroots organization raising one thousand dollars, with the hope that
over the next couple years, somehow momentum would build, when Ben’s developer was likely
to offer hundreds of thousands of dollars, with a closing in a matter of weeks, not years?

Meanwhile, a novel and highly contagious respiratory virus had been causing disruptions
in China and was starting to make news in America. Lockdowns and images of police in full
hazmat gear roaming deserted streets were shocking, but after going into full catastrophist mode
over Ebola, West Nile virus, and avian flu, I reminded myself that somehow the authorities had
always managed to contain the outbreaks, so I didn’t seriously consider that this virus might
come to the United States, let alone to Indianapolis. I blithely suggested that Emmett and I meet
in Cincinnati, and he booked tickets for the middle of February. He tried to convince me to come
to Montclair, to see his new rental; he’d finally decided to put off purchasing a place until the
following year. I smiled to myself, knowing that Emmett had made the decision with me in
mind. But it would have been impossible for me to charge a round-trip airline ticket to my
maxed-out credit cards. I felt bad, hiding my debts from Emmett. I knew I had to tell him soon,
but perhaps unreasonably, I hoped that if the developer made us an offer on the land, I could use
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that money to pay off my debts, and at least when I told him, my debts would be a thing of the
past.
I told Grant that Heather and I were planning a girls’ weekend in Cincinnati; I felt terrible
lying, but I had to see Emmett.
“Sure, honey. Sounds great. That’s awfully nice of Heather to meet you there. February
isn’t exactly the best time to visit Cinci.”
“Well, after everything,” I said vaguely, “she thought it’d be good for me to get out of
town for a little while, and not have it cost a fortune.”
“Smart,” Grant said. “It’ll be fun for you.” With that, Grant went back to his Candy
Crush Saga, and I felt oddly slighted. Sometimes I wanted to delete that stupid game off his
phone; force him to deal with me. Did it ever occur to him that Cincinnati was a strange
destination in the middle of winter? Apparently not. After the Toronto debacle, I thought he
might appreciate me more, not take me for granted so much. However, it seemed he’d
completely forgotten the incident; he behaved as if it had never happened. I thought about what
might be happening between Emmett and me: what if it was real? What then? And if so, why
would I want Grant to be suspicious?

I called Heather and told her what I’d done.
“I mean, I’m happy for you, Jules,” she said. “But isn’t there some other excuse you can
think of besides meeting me...in Cincinnati? I’ve never even been there. What if Grant starts
asking questions the next time we’re together? You know what a bad liar I am.”
“I know,” I said. “I’m really sorry. I won’t do it again; I just couldn’t think of anything
else to tell him. And don’t worry about Grant; he’s not one to ask a lot of questions. At most, he
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might ask if we had a good time; all you have to do is say yes and ask him what level he’s
reached in Candy Crush Saga. He’ll completely forget about the trip.”
“Still,” Heather said. “I don’t want this to come back to haunt you.”
“It won’t,” I said. “I have to figure out what’s going on with Emmett; if there’s any
chance for us. Sometimes I think there might be.”
“But don’t blow up your marriage just to blow it up,” Heather said. “It’s rough out here.
Dating apps are a joke—unless you want to hook up with a freak or a narcissist.”
“I’m sorry,” I said. The thought of meeting a man through a dating app was sobering. “I
don’t know how you do it. And still no one at work?”
Heather sighed. “Most doctors are nut cases—I say that unironically. And the rest are ego
maniacs.”
I laughed at the absurdity of the situation: the best person I’d ever known was single,
while jerks like Grant and me seemed perfectly capable of seeking each other out and
committing to decades-long, perplexing relationships. I wanted to suggest to Heather that
perhaps being single wasn’t so bad after all, but I knew how she felt about it, so I kept my
thoughts to myself.

By the beginning of February, Ben’s developer had made a contingent offer on our
property. For hundreds of thousands of dollars. My shoulders felt light, as if a heavy burden had
been lifted. My mind flew into overdrive, working out how I’d pay off my debts and put my
focus on finding a job.
“You can finally get back to your zero-waste store,” Grant said.
I didn’t respond; it was as if he didn’t even try to understand me anymore.
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Shannon invited Ben and me to her apartment to celebrate the offer; she was done hiding
from Rob. Shannon, Ben and I were in her living room, discussing the deal. “Why the
contingency?” I said. I wanted to understand whether or not the deal was as solid as it seemed.
“They want eight weeks to do more detailed land surveys,” Ben said. “They’ll determine
exactly how many houses can they build on the property, where will the infrastructure go—all
that.”
“But do you think the sale will actually go through?” Shannon said. “I want to get this
sorted out, I’m tired of everything being up in the air.” Shannon’s divorce was in mediation. Rob
was fighting her every step of the way, on everything imaginable: custody of the children; what
qualified as marital property; possession of the deluxe air fryer he’d purchased Shannon for
Christmas that year.
“Oh, for sure,” Ben said. “It’s just a formality. I’ve got all the documents right here.” He
reached for his messenger bag.
“But what about the time Phil tried to sell to developers?” I asked. Phil was our
grandfather, and he insisted we call him by his name—not Grandad or Papaw or Gramps. “I
don’t remember the details; it was a long time ago. But didn’t that deal fall through because they
couldn’t fit in enough houses to pay for all the work that had to be done?”
“That was like thirty years ago,” Shannon said. “Things have changed since then. And
God knows they’re not making any new land.”
“We’ll see,” I said, gazing around the room. “Looks like you’ve really settled in.” My
sister’s apartment could well have been occupied by an aristocrat fleeing a revolution: loads of
expensive Art Deco furniture too large for the space; too many throw pillows; John Derian trays

120

and Fornasetti candles cluttering the side tables; shagreen coaster sets. Shannon had obviously
been back to her old house to retrieve belongings.
“That’s the problem,” Shannon said. “I’m ready to get out of here. My lawyer thinks
everything will be finalized by the summer, then I’ll be able to buy a house of my own. And in
the meantime, I’d like this deal to close.” She picked up a pen that Ben had set by the stack of
documents. She signed, then Ben signed. Ben slid the pen to me. Reluctantly, I signed. I didn’t
blame Shannon for wanting the money, for wanting to get on with her life. As for Ben, he had
come to a verbal agreement with Kitty to purchase her share of the company, but he needed the
money from the sale of the woods to do so. And, of course, it wasn’t as if I didn’t need the
money myself. Still, it felt to me as if we had signed away a vital part of ourselves and our
history. But my siblings’ mood couldn’t have been more opposed to my own: Shannon opened a
bottle of champagne and Ben poured it into flutes; only Shannon would have the proper drinking
vessels available at her rental apartment. Ben handed me a glass and made a toast: “To moving
forward.”
Shannon and Ben touched glasses and the clear tones of clinked crystal hung in the air. I
halfheartedly raised my glass and took a sip of champagne. While Ben and Shannon talked and
joked, I picked up a book from the stack on my sister’s coffee table that made me think: Cabin
Porn: Inside. I turned the pages and as I looked at the images of rustic interiors, I realized I
needed to photograph the interior of the shell cottage, so I could remember the mosaics when
they were gone. I wasn’t naïve enough to think the developer would take pains to preserve the
old structure; if it happened to be in the way of a street or a sidewalk or a house, it would be
bulldozed.
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After the signing, on the way to our cars, I cornered Ben. “Please tell me you’ve had a
chance to talk to Sarah.”
“About what?” Ben said, confused.
“You know. About Tasha. The bones.”
“Not yet,” he said. “I’ve been a little distracted getting this closed. Don’t worry, I’ll tell
her soon.”
I pressed my lips together. Little brothers. “Come on, Ben. You’ve got to tell her.”
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Chapter 22:

Julia and Emmett Meet in Cincinnati

Emmett was flying into Cincinnati from New York that evening. All morning, I paced the
house, trying not to think too much about it. After lunch, I threw my bags in the car and let Grant
know that I was leaving. Once I checked into the hotel, I texted Heather: Can’t wait for the day I
don’t have to do this anymore. I knew she couldn’t respond at the moment—it was the middle of
the afternoon—but she was the only person I’d told about Emmett, and I was having some
serious doubts about what I was doing. On the way to hotel, I tried to adopt a more European
attitude about our potential affair: if I needed a lover to be happy, I had every right to take one,
as long as I was discreet—right? But I knew I was just telling myself stories. I considered the
fact that I wasn’t the first person in the marriage to step out. But what Grant had done years ago
hardly compared to what I was doing: meeting with an old flame. Even if Grant was lying and he
did remember the fling in Toronto, what I was doing was still worse. Nonetheless, I didn’t want
to cancel; I wanted to see Emmett.
Heather texted me back: Soon enough, LMK how it goes. I stood at the window in the
hotel room and rested my head against it, trying to clear my mind. I put aside my father’s death,
Shannon’s separation from Rob, the sale of the land to the developer—all of it—like a stack of
parcels I would have to open eventually, but not now. It was getting dark by the time I started for
the Cincinnati airport to pick up Emmett. I My heart grew wings and I tripped toward him.
“Hey,” he said, kissing me full on the lips.
“I guess we do that now,” I said, laughing. It felt comfortable, free. Emmett put his bag in
the back seat, and we drove to the hotel.
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We breezed through the hotel lobby, talking and joking. Casual. As if we did this all the
time. I put the key card into the door of our room and opened it. Emmett dropped his bag and as
the door banged closed, he put his hand on my shoulder. I turned toward him and we embraced. I
pulled away, but only to close the curtains; no need to put on a show for the good folks of
Cincinnati. Back when I was twenty-two, I wouldn’t have given a shit about who saw us, but in
middle age I seemed to have developed a modest sense of boundaries; of what’s appropriate for
public consumption. Plus, I didn’t look nearly as good naked at forty-five as I did at twenty-two.
But I forgot about all that as I pulled Emmett’s crisp white shirt over his head. His clothes didn’t
smell the way I remembered; he was using a different laundry detergent now.
And then it was just like it used to be all those years ago, except now, in a curious twist,
Emmett was free, and I was married. We found each other in the dim light that filtered through a
gap in the curtains.
After, I collapsed on him. For once, I was speechless. Tears streamed down my face.
Emmett stroked my back. I couldn’t catch my breath, my heart pressed painfully into my ribcage.
I felt as if I’d been electrocuted. What if I died right here in this bed? I’d be infamous, my
daughters humiliated: the female Nelson Rockefeller, the polar opposite of a black widow. Then
I looked at the side of Emmett’s face and realized I wasn’t dying; I was receiving the answer to a
question I’d been asking for twenty years. We lay in bed a long time, slicked together with
sweat. I felt like I was floating in a fizzy sea of elderberry champagne, topped with soft frothy
peaks of sugary whipped cream.
“You never told me what happened in that dream you had; you know the one where I
was the artist,” I said.
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“We just did it,” Emmett said.
From inside my purse on the desk, my phone buzzed. “Crap. I better see who it is,” I said,
walking over to pick it up. I tried not to think too much about where I was, what I was doing.
Isabel had sent a picture of an acceptance letter from the University of Texas. Something like
remorse stabbed me in the jugular. I bled out, zooming into the image to read the letter.
“What’s up?” Emmett said.
“My oldest was accepted at one of her reach schools.” I responded to Isabel’s text with a
series of emojis. I couldn’t help it—so what if Stella thought it made me look old? “Miss you
xoxo,” I wrote, feeling guilty. Although there was no way to predict when a school might send
out its decisions, I felt bad not being there to celebrate Isabel’s acceptance in person. Even when
I had the stores years ago, I’d lock up early and hang a scribbled note on the door when Isabel
had a soccer tournament or Stella had a violin recital; perhaps that had been a factor in the stores’
eventual demise. I showed Emmett a picture of Isabel from the Snowball dance.
“She looks just like you,” Emmett said.
“Hardly,” I said. “I never looked that good, even when I was young.”
“Stop,” Emmett said. “It’s fortunate this is happening now and not when we were that
age. Who knows the fuckery I would have gotten up to back then.”
“But now, you’re older and wiser?” I asked.
“Something like that,” Emmett said.
“I’m not sure I’d call what we’re doing wise.”
“True, maybe it’s more about needing to know—like, could this actually work?”
“No need to wonder anymore,” I said, reaching for him.
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I woke the next morning to the sun shining through the gap in the curtains. Emmett slept
peacefully on his side. I spooned myself beside him, my body echoing his in the raking light.
Later, Emmett ordered room service and we had coffee and omelets. We wore the fluffy white
bathrobes emblazoned with the hotel’s logo that we’d found in the closet. “I feel like we’re
extras on the set of Succession,” I said. “So posh and sophisticated in our matching bathrobes.”
“More like Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner,” Emmett said.
I smiled. “True. Imagine us—showing up in Palm Beach in our bathrobes, looking
dreamy and just-ravished. We might even distract Kitty from her memes for a minute or two.”
“When we first met, I was so worried about my mother’s and Raquel’s family’s
disapproval if I didn’t go through with the marriage. I worried your family might come after me
if we went public with our relationship. So much pressure I put on myself. It seems so silly now.
Your mother and father, my mother and father. All gone. And as it turned out, Raquel’s family
had misgivings from the beginning.”
“That’s surprising,” I said. “I thought they’d never let you go.”
“That’s what I thought, too. But I was wrong.”
“I don’t know if I told you, but Grant’s got four older sisters; I was never under the
illusion that they wanted me around.”
Emmett smiled. “That’s a lot of sisters. And what about Isabel and Stella?”
“Stella would be pissed if she found out,” I said. “But Isabel—I don’t know. She’s pretty
world-weary for an eighteen-year-old. She thinks women give up too much in relationships.
Honestly, she’d probably think I was wasting my time.”
“Quite the romantic,” Emmett said.
“I’ve always said she’s very advanced.”
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“But I don’t ever want you to feel stuck in this relationship,” Emmett said. “I daresay
we’ve both had that feeling before and recognize the hazards.”
“Grant’s not a bad guy,” I said, a little defensively. “Truthfully, I’ve thought a lot about
it, and I was the weak one. I was the one who let myself be led. Grant always knew what he
wanted. I didn’t.” At the time of my mother’s death, when I was twenty-five, it seemed like it
would be a million years before Ben graduated from high school and I could think of going back
to New York. Especially after the Timber Ridge boarding school disaster. “Grant wanted to get
married and have kids. And move to a farm, I later found out. He was so sure of himself. And
back then, I just wanted a way forward after my family fell apart. Especially with you being
married.” I paused for a few moments. “I never thought you’d leave Raquel,” I said, afraid I’d
touched upon a sore subject. But I had to let him know how I felt, both then and now. Even if it
caused him to leave this room.
Emmett looked distressed; he didn’t want to talk about this. “I didn’t want to leave the
marriage. I mean, I did, but I felt I couldn’t. She was the one who made the final call. It hadn’t
been working for a long time, but I would have stayed if she wanted me to. In the end, she
decided she wanted to be alone.”
“Do you think she suspected...” I asked.
“No, no. Nothing like that, there’s no way,” Emmett said, a little too quickly.
“Please don’t misunderstand me,” I said. “I just wondered if...” I trailed off. But I
couldn’t silence myself for the sake of what I imagined to be Emmett’s comfort. “I wonder if she
saw something way back then. She could have had a feeling that there was something going on
between us.”
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“Maybe,” Emmett said, but I could tell he was unconvinced. “The situation was
complicated, and people do fall in and out of love all by themselves, you know.”
Emmett was right. Why did I need his breakup to have something to do with me? “I’m
sorry,” I said. “I’m being selfish and idiotic, trying to insert myself into the story. How crazy is
that?”
Emmett looked at me, thinking. “It’s not that crazy,” he said. “You’re not the one calling
people out of the blue, ranting about some silly dream they’d had.”
“True,” I said. “But you did. You called. And all I know is that I haven’t felt this way in
years. Since the last time we were together.”
“You don’t have to say that,” Emmett said.
“But it’s true. And I suppose I want this to add up, to mean something.”
“Like what?”
“Like, that dream was so out of the blue. It’s weird, right? I mean, what are the chances?”
“I don’t know. It’s not like I hadn’t ever thought of you before then. But it felt wrong to
call when nothing had really changed. Once I realized Raquel was actually leaving, it seemed
different.”
“Wait,” I said. “So did you dream about me or not?” I had to know the truth. Somehow, I
felt that the dream had to be real if Emmett and I were to move forward.
“No, no,” Emmett said. “I had the dream when I said I had it; don’t worry.”
I felt oddly relieved, even though something about the conversation troubled me. But I
couldn’t put my finger on it, and it slipped my mind, until several months had passed.
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That afternoon, Emmett and I decided to explore downtown Cincinnati. “It’s not East
Williamsburg in the 90s,” he said. “But I’ve heard it’s a cute town.”
We went out and Emmett was right, the town was bustling. We hit a couple boutiques,
then a bookstore. I told him about Serendipity Books, one of my failed entrepreneurial ventures.
“I still love bookstores, it’s just that now I know how difficult they are to manage.” I wanted to
stop there so I wouldn’t have to reveal the extent of the fiasco, but Emmett needed to know the
truth. I forced myself to keep talking. “I should have closed the shop a year before I did. To be
honest, I’m still paying down the debt. And I will be for a long time. But I kept thinking, ‘Oh, if I
just do another book signing, find another local band to play on the weekend, serve some better
coffee, I can turn it around and finally make a success of it.’” As we wandered through the
fiction section, relief washed over me. At least now Emmett knew. I picked up a novel by
Margaret Atwood; I’d been wanting to buy it, but at the moment, even the purchase of a book
felt as if it were too much.
“Sounds like you tried everything,” Emmett said. “Bookstores are hard; you shouldn’t
beat yourself up too much over it.”
I appreciated the empathy, but I needed him to understand the situation in its entirety.
“I’m not beating myself up too much, it’s just that between the bookstore and the French
children’s clothing boutique, I’m still paying off quite a lot of debt. You should know that.” We
walked toward the young adult section.
“You ran a boutique for French children’s clothing? In Indianapolis? Frankly, that makes
an independent bookstore sound like a gold mine.”
I laughed. “True. My father warned me about the French children’s clothing boutique, but
I didn’t listen. In fairness, it wasn’t like I started it from scratch. It was a franchise I saw on
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vacation, and I convinced the business to take a chance on Indianapolis, and when it didn’t work
out, I was left holding the bag.”
Emmett picked up a title. “This is one of ours,” he said. The man was no longer a mere
book designer. Now he was a Creative Director at Macmillan, managing a staff of twenty.
“I have to ask,” Emmett said. “How much debt are we talking about?”
“In all, around seventy-five thousand dollars.”
“That’s not chump change.”
“I know.”
“But then there’s the sale of that land you inherited—”
“Yes, I was planning to use that money to pay off the debt. Grant wants me to, start
another business—try again—but I don’t think I have it in me. I’ve been looking for a job.”
“That sounds reasonable,” Emmett said. “But that’s not what Grant wants you to do?”
“Exactly. I’ve told him a million times that I’m done with all the risks, but he thinks the
third time will be the charm.”
We wandered toward an artful display of fountain pens, notebooks and stationery.
“I mean,” Emmett said, “it does seem like a lot of uncertainty. You’d be without a net;
there’d be nothing to fall back on if the business didn’t work out.”
“I know,” I said miserably. “You’d think Grant would be the voice of reason here. But
he’s got this almost maniacal belief that I’m an entrepreneurial genius; that the next venture will
show the world my true colors.” I put down the Margaret Atwood novel and picked up a
Japanese fountain pen. I removed the cap and scribbled on a little sample pad of paper. The pen
felt substantial in my hand, and the magenta ink flowed beautifully.
“But how would he feel if he were the one who had to pay off all that debt?”
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“I don’t know, I suppose it hasn’t occurred to him. I’m telling you, he really thinks I’m
going to make us rich so he can retire. He won’t see any other possibility.”
“Wow,” Emmett said. “And what do you see?”
“I’m not sure. More of the same.”
“I could help you, you know.”
“How?” I said. I tore off the rectangle of scribbled-on sample paper to reveal a fresh
page. Using the fountain pen, I drew a heart with an arrow through it.
“Cute,” Emmett said, looking at the doodle I’d made. But he wasn’t deterred. “I could put
in a good word for you.”
“But where?” I said.
“With your experience? Anywhere. Have you ever thought about going back to the
publishing industry?”
I laughed. “I left Macmillan twenty years ago. I hardly think they’d want me back.”
“Don’t discount your experience running a bookstore. You could position yourself as
someone who knows what it takes to get booksellers’ attention.”
“I’m intrigued,” I said.
“You don’t have to decide this minute. Just give it some thought.” Emmett tore off the
sample sheet on which I’ve drawn the heart and put it in his coat pocket. “You hungry? I read in
the Times about a place down the block that has great blueberry scones.”
“They’re still my favorite.” I was surprised he remembered. Such a small thing. I wasn’t
sure I could name Emmett’s favorite breakfast food.
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We walked to the coffee shop. Once we’d gotten settled, he looked at me, pressed his
hands into the tabletop, his fingers spread wide like exploding fireworks. I felt as if I’d
swallowed a lit sparkler. I looked at him expectantly.
“I just...It’s probably too soon for me to be having this conversation with you. But if I
don’t, I’m afraid it’ll feel like another missed opportunity.”
“Just say it, you’re killing me.” I was hardly exaggerating. I was flushed and my
breathing was shallow and irregular. My face felt numb.
“I’d like to give it a try. Us. Being together. But I have no idea if that’s something you
want. Even in theory.”
“I don’t know,” I said, forcing myself to take some air into my lungs. Under the table, I
pressed my palms into my thighs. “I never thought we had a chance. The timing was always
wrong. But now...the kids are bigger, you’re single. I’m not, but it’s become pretty clear by now
that we’ll probably never be single at the same moment. So this leaves me with the big decision,
right?”
“Exactly,” Emmett said. “And it’s a risk. I mean, if you were to go back to publishing, it
sort of implies that you’d be on the East Coast.”
“Right,” I said. “Although aren’t there remote jobs now?”
“Some are. But most are in New York.” He reached for my hand and tangled his fingers
in mine. “It’s a lot to ask. It’s probably unreasonable, unfair. But I can’t help myself—do you
think you’d ever consider coming back?”
I felt the oddest calm descend over me. My heart slowed; I untangled my fingers from
Emmett’s. I took a bite of scone. It really was delicious: rich blueberry flavor, just the right
amount of crumble. “I mean, I’ve definitely considered it, you know that. It’s just that before, the
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kids were little, my business and my family were—and still are—in Indy. And Grant hates the
city, hates everything about the East Coast. It seemed completely unfeasible. But now...”
“Now?”
“Well, if we’re being honest here—and it seems like we are—for me, everything’s
changing. Isabel starts college in the fall—who knows where she’ll end up—and Stella will be a
sophomore in high school. She’s old enough to decide where she wants to live.”
“But would you really be okay if she stayed in Indy with Grant? Ask yourself, make
sure.”
I didn’t know the answer to Emmett’s question. “I don’t know, maybe it would be okay,”
I said uncertainly. “Or maybe I could wait until she graduated. Work remotely for a few years.
Make sure we’re doing the right thing.”
Emmett looked at me blankly. “Wait? Another three years? What—twenty years wasn’t
enough for you?” His eyes flashed and he shifted in his chair.
I shook my head. “How can you expect me to leave my daughter? This is so new, it’s too
much. I’d never ask you to leave Dashiell; it’s too soon.”
Emmett’s eyes went soft and he picked up his cup of coffee and took a drink. “I’m sorry,
I didn’t mean to yell at you. Actually, I had no idea I felt so strongly about it.”
I smiled. “That’s why people talk things out. Maybe not New Yorkers, but normal people
do.”
“Very funny,” he said. “But I’ll admit that you Midwesterners are a different breed.”
“We don’t need to make any decisions today,” I said. “We should just enjoy our time
together.”
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“I just wondered how you felt about things,” Emmett said. “How all this was occurring
for you. And I realized I didn’t know. Instead of making the same old mistakes, maybe I can—
we can—make new mistakes.”
I laughed. “But I don’t know, Emmett. I need to think things through and find a way
forward without destroying my kids’ lives. Maybe it won’t take three years, but I definitely need
a few months.”
“A few months,” he repeated. “I can live with that.”

That afternoon, when it was time for him to leave for the airport, Emmett said, “When
will I see you again? I want you to come to Montclair.”
“I don’t know,” I said, blinking back tears. I didn’t want him to leave. “Probably not
soon. What if you just didn’t board the plane?” I said it with a laugh, but part of me wanted
Emmett to agree to my impulsive, reckless plan. At least theoretically. In principle.
“What? You want us to hide in the lobby till they throw us out?”
“Of course not,” I said quickly. “I was just joking around.” I had a sinking feeling that I’d
just opened an old wound. That I was right back where I started twenty years ago, loving Emmett
more than he loved me. I looked inside my handbag; I needed a moment to compose myself. I
pulled out my phone and put it in my jacket pocket, as if I had been searching for it.
On the drive to the airport, I had an idea. “What if I drove out to Montclair? It wouldn’t
be the most convenient thing ever, but it’s not that far—I could do it.”
“That’s crazy,” Emmett said. “I don’t want you driving all that way by yourself. Maybe I
can spring for a ticket.”
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“Now you’re being crazy,” I said. “Driving’s not that bad; I used to do it all the time
when I lived there.” I was exaggerating; I had driven out east a few times many, many years ago.
But I knew it was doable.
“We’ll figure something out,” Emmett said. “We don’t have to make any decisions this
minute.”
I pulled up to the curb at the departure terminal. We embraced one last time, and I kissed
his now-stubbly cheek goodbye.
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Chapter 23:

Pandemic/Developer Abandons Deal

I returned to Meridian Kessler from Cincinnati, and it felt as if I’d been away for three
years, not three days. I dropped my bags in the kitchen. It was late; Grant was probably already
in bed.
“What’dya bring me?” Isabel said. She was sitting at the kitchen table, working on her
iPad. Although she was a senior in high school, sometimes she was the same little kid I
remember from a decade ago.
“Nothing? A big hug for getting into UT Austin?”
Isabel slumped her shoulders in mock disappointment. “No sweatshirt? No snow globe?”
“I went to catch up with a friend, not to shop all weekend. You’re always saying we need
to consume less and live more. So I took your advice.” I hoped Isabel didn’t ask about Heather; I
didn’t want to lie to her. But I wasn’t ready to tell her the truth, either. Because in what world did
the situation with Emmett not traumatize my girls? But on the other hand, what good would it do
to stay with Grant if I loved someone else? What would I show my girls about life, about
fortitude, if I gave up on my own happiness? On the possibility of a new career? I realized that if
I stayed, I would feel as if I were giving up. But didn’t I know a million things could go wrong if
I moved to Montclair? Emmett could lose interest in me; we could fight; maybe I wouldn’t be
able to find a job after all. My eyes stung and blood rushed to my face.
“Mom,” Isabel said. “Are you all right?”
Just then, Stella walked into the kitchen. “Isabel’s in trouble,” she said.
“What happened?” I said, relieved that she didn’t ask if I’d brought her a present.
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“Isabel got caught sneaking out. She didn’t know dad set the security alarm when you
were gone, and it went off at two in the morning.”
“Isabel! Where in the world did you need to go in the middle of the night?”
“Nowhere. Some people were hanging out at Alex’s and they came to get me. And I’m
not in trouble. Dad didn’t even care. He just told me to check the alarm before I go next time.”
I sighed and pressed my fingers against my forehead. “I’ll talk to dad about it in the
morning.”
“What do you mean?” Stella was outraged. “Isabel got caught leaving the house at two in
the morning. If I did that, I’d be murdered.”
“It’s different,” Isabel said, exasperated. “I’m about to graduate. Maybe by the time
you’re a senior, people will want to hang out with you. But I doubt it.”
“Alright, enough already,” I said. “I’m tired. We’ll figure this out later. Stella, I don’t
know exactly what happened, but your sister is a senior. You’ll have more freedom as you get
older.” I reached for the handle of my bag and walked toward the bedroom. “Good night, don’t
stay up too late.”
Maybe if I visited Emmett in New Jersey, I’d buy Isabel and Stella sweatshirts from
Montclair State University. Perhaps that could be the entrée into a conversation about the future.

The next day, I called Heather. I could hardly wait until five o’clock when she left the
office. “He wants me to move to Montclair, get a job,” I said in a rush.
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Wow,” Heather said. “It’d be nice for you to be five hours away instead of fifteen. But
Montclair? What about Grant and the girls; your entire life in Indy? How are you feeling about
all that?”
“I mean, I’ve had twenty years to forget this man. And I haven’t. Even though I thought
we’d never be together. It’s hard to imagine what it would be like, trying to be a regular, normal
couple after all these years.”
“Twenty years ago, that was everything you wanted. But what about now?”
“I don’t know—that’s what I kept telling Emmett—I don’t know. After my mom died, I
was so lonely and miserable I thought I’d die of despair if I didn’t try to make a life with Grant—
like she wanted. And I tried; really I did.”
“I know, I know,” Heather said, almost cooing, as if she were comforting a wounded
child. And maybe she was.
“I wouldn’t give up Isabel and Stella for anything,” I said. “They’ve made it all
worthwhile. But for a long time, Grant and I have wanted different things. Maybe it’s time for us
to go our separate ways.”
“Do you think he has any idea?”
“Who, Grant?” I said. “I highly doubt it. He’s so distracted these days.” Little did I know
how very much distracted Grant actually was.

By the end of February, the news from Wuhan had become more and more ominous.
People were dying, no one knew how to help them. The hospitals of Northern Italy were
overflowing. Nations and individuals threw around a hot potato of blame. Will the novel
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coronavirus make its way to the United States? At first, it seemed impossible. But as the days
passed, it began to feel inevitable.
Nevertheless, Ben’s developer moved forward with surveys of our forest. They drew up
test plans to see how many houses they might squeeze onto those acres, once they’d cut down the
trees and bulldozed the land and put in roads and sidewalks and sewers. With everything
happening in the world, even to me it felt foolish to mourn the loss of a forest, even a beautiful
old one like ours. Then, California declared a state of emergency. Rumors flew that Isabel and
Stella’s school would close until after spring break. The developer stopped returning Ben’s calls.
Shannon and Ben panicked.
“Holy shit, the deal’s going to fall through, I can feel it,” Ben said.
“That can’t happen, it just can’t,” Shannon said. “I need that money. Now.” Rob was
doing everything he could to stall the divorce and make her life as difficult as possible.
Shannon’s lawyer had recently hired a forensic accountant to sort through the mess of their
personal finances.
At first, I was secretly relieved that the deal seemed to have fallen apart. I entertained
hopes that the Nature Conservancy might be able to come up with the funds to purchase the land
after all. But then I felt torn. On the phone, Emmett gently reminded me that I was planning to
use the proceeds from the sale of the land to pay off my debts. So I could eventually make a
fresh start in Montclair. “All that is true,” I said. “I can’t explain it, even though it feels indecent,
like a waste of time to worry so much about one parcel of land when people all over the world
are dying, I still want something better for the forest.”
“Even if it means you have to spend the rest of your career paying off your debts?”
I thought for a moment. “Maybe,” I said. “Even if it means that.”
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But the conversation quickly turned back to the looming pandemic. “Did you hear they’re
cancelling flights? What the hell is happening to our world?”
“Globalization, baby,” Emmett said. “Maybe you driving to Montclair wasn’t such a bad
idea after all.”
“Actually, if I do, please plan to sleep in a tent for two weeks. I have to make sure you’re
not a carrier.”
“Very funny,” Emmett said. “But it’s no joke; everyone says the shutdowns will be here
before we know it. Even in Montclair.”
“What about your work?” I said, worried. What if Emmett were fired or laid off? All our
talk about the future in Cincinnati already felt as if it belonged to another world, one that was
quickly slipping away.
“When and if the time comes, we’ll transition everyone to work-from-home. We can still
make books. For now. If people will want to buy them is another matter entirely.”
“I read an article that said if you have any money, invest in Netflix stock. But they expect
people to start reading again too.”
“Wow, you’re very well-informed about every aspect of this impending disaster.”
He wasn’t wrong. I was continually finding new sources of alarm about the coming
pandemic.
“It feels a little like the world as we know it is coming to an end,” I said.
“A little dramatic, maybe?”
“Not really. I mean, think about it. People hoarding toilet paper, rice, bleach. It’s like the
ominous future we’ve been dreading is here.”
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“That’s just panic buying. The supply chain will straighten out once people stop acting
like maniacs.”
“I hope you’re right, I really do,” I said. “I need you to be the voice of reason.”
“Have you given it any thought? I mean, about coming out here.”
“Emmett, really. A worldwide pandemic is upon us, and you want answers about the
future?”
“Maybe there’s no better time. If you don’t see now what you really hold dear, when will
you?” Emmett said.
“Stop,” I said.
“I’m serious.”
“So am I. What am I supposed to do about Stella?”
“Let her decide where she wants to go to high school.”
“And I have to find the right moment to tell Grant.”
But you’re going to tell him?”
“Yes, yes,” I said. “Don’t worry.” But I was worried. Emmett wasn’t backing off or
giving me time like he said he would in Cincinnati. He didn’t seem to understand how difficult it
would be to leave my husband and children at the cusp of a global pandemic.

As Ben had predicted, the contingency date on the sale of the forest passed with no word
from the developer. The deal was dead. To celebrate, I finished installing my father’s memorial
in the shell cottage; I even hung a little shelf for his ashes. Kitty, an inveterate germophobe who
had already begun her own personal lockdown, had left a ceramic urn that contained the rest of
the ashes on her front porch and I walked it out to the shell cottage, alone.
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“Shit, shit, shit,” Shannon said. Between the coming pandemic and the sale of the
property falling apart, we talked or texted practically every day now. “I needed that money; I
don’t know how much longer I can stay in this apartment, with three growing boys climbing the
walls.”
“I can’t imagine,” I said. “With Isabel and Stella, it’s like having two cats around. Mostly
they stay in their rooms. They come downstairs occasionally for food and to spat with each other,
but that’s about all I see of them. Any progress on the mediation?”
“Rob’s being impossible, but the lawyer still thinks it’ll be done soon. And then I can
really start looking for a house for us. Still, it would have been nice for that sale to go through.”
“Ben is irate—it was his friend, you know. And now he can’t buy Kitty out of the
business,” I said. “But I can’t lie, I’m relieved.”
“Seriously? You need that money more than Ben and I combined. How could you let
yourself get into all that debt?”
I wasn’t in the mood to take Shannon’s judgement on the cheek. “The same way you
stayed with Rob all those years.”
“Oh,” she said, stung. If my sister was this self-righteous over my debts, how would she
respond to me leaving Grant? How would she react to Emmett? I doubted she’d remember him
from the New York days. I talked about him constantly, but I doubt she was paying much
attention. She was very caught up with Rob at the time.
“I’m think I’m going to call the Nature Conservancy,” I said. “Maybe there’s still a
chance to work something out with them.”
“Again?” Shannon said. “Good luck.”
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Chapter 24:
Julia Learns about Shannon + Grant/ Flashback:
Mother’s Suicide Attempt

The next day, I called the Nature Conservancy, but they were in the same predicament as
everyone else: trying to figure out what the impending pandemic meant for them and their
mission. They promised they’d be in touch once their position became clearer. To clear my mind,
I went to the shell cottage on a Friday afternoon in early March. As I approached the structure, I
was surprised to see smoke coming out the chimney. I wondered if some of the kids from the
surrounding neighborhood had broken into the cottage and were using it for a hangout space.
Should I go in? What if the trespassers were cat burglars or some other type of criminal? Just in
case, I pulled out my phone and entered nine-one-one into the keypad so all I’d have to do was
press the button to connect the call; this was not the relaxing visit to the shell cottage I’d been
hoping for. I tried the knob and the door was unlocked. I opened it and smelled burning logs and
dust and felt heat blasting from the fireplace. In the dim light, I saw two figures huddled under a
pile of blankets.
“Who’s there?” I said.
“Crap.”
The voice sounded so familiar. “Grant? What the hell are you doing?”
“Nothing, nothing at all. Just looking at the memorial.”
How stupid did this man think I was? “Who’s your friend?”
“No one, what are you talking about?”
“What are you, ten? Who’s under the covers?” Purple blotches swam in front of my eyes,
blood pounded in my ears. I marched over to the sofa and pulled on the covers. But whoever it
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was, they were holding on tight. “If you don’t come out right this second, I’m calling nine-oneone,” I said, threatening like a mother.
Slowly, the covers came back. It was Shannon. The phone slipped from my hand and
clattered to the floor, skidding under the table. “What…” But I had no more words. The ground
was tilting, I was sliding away from Grant and Shannon. They looked small and artificial, like
figurines in a doll’s house. Grant and Shannon were talking over each other, fast, but I couldn’t
hear what they were saying. Blinking hard, I tried to bring the floor down to where it belonged. I
backed away from the sofa, crashing into the worktable. I felt a sharp pain in my hip; shells and
stones flew all around. I turned and fled the cabin, listening for footsteps behind me. But there
weren’t any.
Hands shaking, I fumbled with my car keys; it took a minute to unlock the doors. Even
then, I heard Shannon’s voice in my head: “I can’t believe you bother locking your car at
dad’s—you’re in a gated compound, for Chrissakes.” Finally, I opened the door and collapsed
into the driver’s seat, trying to catch my breath. My entire body was trembling as if there were
two shifting fault lines inside me, tearing me apart. “What the hell,” I repeated, over and over
like a mantra. My sister and my husband, in the shell cottage. So many things had happened
there, the memories of which I had tried my best to plaster over—or, more accurately, tried to
mosaic over—but they didn’t go away.
I should have burned the place to the ground years ago.
I reached for my phone; I had to call Heather. But I couldn’t find it, it was not in my
pockets or in the car. Thinking back, retracing my steps, I realized it had to be in the shell
cottage, most likely under the table where I’d dropped it. Dammit, I’d have to go back for it; I
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couldn’t very well go without my phone. The memories I thought I’d worked through and
accepted now loomed over me like a tidal wave, then broke.

March 1992

I was a senior in high school—Isabel’s age—and we had been living in my grandparents’
house for two years. My father started coming home from work later and later, sleeping on the
great room sofa to avoid my mother. Somehow, I knew he was seeing Kitty at the time and it
was getting serious; I was not supposed about any of it. My mother’s neat, trim appearance went
awry: her eyes glassed over, her lovely auburn hair frizzed, and her skin went dull. One time the
previous winter, she had plugged the laundry room sink to do some hand washing. She turned on
the faucet and wandered off. Ben was playing video games in the basement and felt the warm
water dripping down from the ceiling.
On a Thursday that spring, I came home from school in the middle of the day; as seniors,
we could leave campus during breaks. Usually I grabbed lunch with my friends at a nearby
restaurant, but that day, I had left my U.S. government textbook at home and needed it for class
in the afternoon. My mother wasn’t around, but her car was in the garage. I peeked into her
bedroom; she had started sleeping later and later in the morning, so I thought maybe she was still
in bed, but she wasn’t in the bedroom or the bathroom. Normally, I would have assumed she was
taking a walk in the woods or that one of her friends had picked her up for lunch, but her new
sleepwalker routine worried me. I felt I better investigate, especially since it was the
housekeeper’s day off. Soon, I figured out my mother wasn’t in the house. I headed for the
woods; not that I had a premonition, it’s just where I happened to start the search. I crunched
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down the main path into the forest. The shy late winter ephemerals were out: spring beauty
carpeted the forest floor; clusters of trout lilies raised their little lion’s heads; patches of cutleaf
toothwort basked in sunlight that passed through leafless trees.
“Mom, Andrea,” I yelled, over and over as I moved deeper into the forest. What the hell
was I doing? Raising a ruckus and I didn’t even know for sure she was back there. I was starting
to have a bad feeling about the situation. I wondered if I should go back to the house to check for
her again.
Just then, I heard an irritated, garbled, “Whaaaat?”
“MOM! Is that you?”
“No,” my mother said.
I ran to the voice. My mother was propped in the open doorway of the old chapel we
would we would later call the shell cottage. She held a translucent orange bottle of prescription
pills in her hand.
“What did you take,” I yelled, my heart skittering in my chest like a hummingbird.
“Nothing...don’t worry.” She slurred her words; I could hardly make out what she was
saying. I looked inside the dimly lit structure. Dust motes floated through the air. A half-empty
bottle of vodka sat on the big farmhouse table. I grabbed the pill bottle from her hands and read
the label. It was Xanax.
“Shit,” I said. “We have to get you to the hospital.”
“I don’t want to go to prison.”
“You’re not going to prison,” I said. Obviously, my mother was very confused. I
pocketed the bottle of pills and took her by the arm. “Can you walk?”
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“No,” she said, batting my arm away, sinking to the ground. “They raided the business;
we’re all going to jail.”
“What are you talking about?” I was genuinely baffled. Was she worried about having
overdosed on prescription drugs?
“Leave me,” she said. “I want to watch the sun set. One last time.”
“The sun won’t set for hours,” I yelled. “You’re coming with me.” Awkwardly, I pushed
my mother away from the doorframe and knelt behind her, putting my arms under hers. She tried
to twist away, but then sank into a silent torpor. I panicked, dragging her out of the woods as
quickly as I could. Sweat rolled down the sides of my face. One of her shoes fell off. Every
bump along the path elicited a groggy protest from my mother; it was the only way I knew she
was still alive. Finally, we made it onto the pool terrace.
“MOM,” I yelled. “Stay here, don’t move.”
She mumbled something and tried to stand. But she couldn’t. I ran into the house,
grabbed the phone, and called 911. I watched my mother curl into a ball on the pool deck.
“Hurry, please,” I begged.
The ambulance came and the EMTs whisked my mother onto a gurney. They told me I
wasn’t allowed to go with her, that I had to follow behind in the car. I burst into tears. “What if
she dies on the way to the hospital? I don’t want her to be alone.”
The EMTs exchanged glances. One of them pulled me aside while the others pushed my
mother through the house to the waiting ambulance. “Honey,” the woman said. “You need to
calm down. Is there an adult you can call—dad, stepdad—to drive you? We’ll take good care of
your mother, don’t worry.”
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I nodded, gulping air like a fish out of water. I got the hiccups, then started laughing like
a maniac.
“It’s going to be okay,” the female EMT said over and over.
Finally, she left and I called my father.

Past and present intermingled in a toxic haze. I was eighteen and forty-five all at once,
still running from the shell cottage. After my mother came home from the hospital, even more
pale than usual, after having her stomach pumped, she claimed to have no memory of the
incident. No recollection of swallowing half a bottle of Xanax and washing it down with vodka.
Years later, I asked Heather about it.
“Even in regular doses, alprazolam can cause memory loss,” Heather said. “Let alone in
an overdose situation. So it’s possible she wasn’t lying.”
I got the same excuse when I confronted my mother about the prison talk: she didn’t
remember saying it. But this time I wouldn’t take no for an answer. “You meant something by
it,” I said, insistent. “Do you want me to ask dad about it?”
“No, no no. Please don’t tell your father. He might kill me.”
“Then you better start talking right now.” My forty-five-year-old self frowned,
remembering that at the time of my mother’s overdose, I was Isabel’s age. How could my mother
have put me through all that? Then I thought of Emmett and of what I’d just run away from and
saw that I had no right to judge my mother.
“You don’t understand all that goes on in the family business,” she said. “If I tell you
this, you have to swear on your life you won’t tell anyone. Ever.”
“Okay, I swear.”
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“Did you ever wonder why there are so many half-empty storefronts in the strip malls
your father runs, so many half-baked businesses that seem like they could never possibly
succeed?”
“No, not really,” I said. “Businesses come and go all the time,”
“It’s more than that. Do you know what money laundering is?”
“Kind of,” I said. At age eighteen, I wasn’t eager to admit how unschooled I was in the
ways of the world.
“It’s illegal, but you can make a lot of money doing it. Shady people with dirty money
create businesses, generate fake receipts, then deposit the money as if it were income from the
business. Voila, money cleaned.”
“But what does that have to do with you and dad?”
“I’m just telling you, that’s how it started. Then the shady folks started buying entire strip
malls from your father.”
“Like the mafia?”
“There’s no mafia in Indianapolis,” my mother said, but I didn’t believe her. “What they
do is overpay for the strip mall. Your father keeps some and passes some back to the buyers.
Then your father manages it for them, renting out the spaces to fake businesses that pay a year’s
worth of high rents up front. Your father takes a cut, a ‘management fee,’ and passes the rest on
to the shady people.”
My eyes glazed over. I hardly understood what my mother was saying. Only that my
father ran a dirty business. “But why would you go to prison?”
My mother looked deflated, exhausted. “The business is being audited; they found
irregularities. And I know too much. I thought for sure they’d stumble upon more, that there’d be
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a trial, that your father and I would go to prison.” She paused, stared out into the distance. “I
panicked.”
“Half a bottle of Xanax? Mom, we need you.”
“What good would I do you in prison? I couldn’t bear it. And now your father hates me
more than ever. I should move out now.” She started to cry.
But she didn’t move out. Somehow, the suicide attempt jolted my mother and father back
to reality. For a while, anyway. The audit turned up nothing that couldn’t be explained away, but
my grandfather and my Uncle Jim—without actually firing my father—relieved him of his sales
duties and demoted him to office manager. My mother and father stayed together until after I
graduated from college. But nothing really changed between them: my father never stopped
seeing Kitty, and one day my mother decided she’d had enough. She had survived a difficult
marriage and a suicide attempt. She’d finally gotten a settlement. Things were looking up for her.
But in a matter of months, my mother was diagnosed with terminal cancer.
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Chapter 25:

Julia Tears Out Mosaics/Fight with Grant

Wiping away tears, I trudged back to the shell cottage to retrieve my phone. How stupid
I’d been to think I could redeem that cottage, that I could cover up what my mother had done
there with memorials and uplifting motifs. I should have run from this place and never come
back. But I didn’t, I couldn’t.
And now my husband and sister were using the shell cottage as a love nest.
I entered the little structure. The insides of the shells glowed softly in the weak afternoon
light. Bitter bile rose in my throat. On the farmhouse table, I saw the hammer I’d used to install
the shelf that held my father’s ashes. Without thinking, I picked it up and start swinging. I
crushed a shell and it clattered to the floor. I moved to the giant sycamore representing Ben,
Shannon and me, and started smacking. A shell fragment flew up and embedded itself in my
face. Angrily, I swiped it away and felt a warmth ooze from my cheek. I went on smashing the
mosaics; with each swing of the hammer I felt a little bit more myself.
Oh Jules, your mosaics,” Shannon said in dismay.
I spun around, bewildered. She stood warily, just inside the cottage door. I had no idea
how long she’d been there, watching me. “What are you doing here?” I said. “I thought you left.”
I walked toward her, imagined the hammer smashing into her head, blood weighing down her
beautiful honey colored curls, filling her pretty hazel eyes.
“Jesus, God. What happened to your face?” Shannon said. “And put that hammer down.”
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Sweat dripped down the side of my face as if I’d just run a sprint. I realized I was
panting. Loosening my grip, I dropped the hammer. It made a hollow booming sound as it hit the
floor.
“Everything’s ruined,” she said. “I’m so sorry.”
“Are you?” I said. “Somehow I doubt that.” I grabbed my phone from under the table and
brushed past her, stalking through the woods. I looked at the phone; it seemed to be working.
There were several missed calls, plus two voicemails from Shannon and one from Grant. I
couldn’t bear to listen to them now. I called Heather, then Emmett, but neither one answered. I
would not text them the news.
I walked back to the car and looked at my face in the rearview mirror. The puncture from
the shell fragment wasn’t large but it was deep. My face was smeared with blood and snot and
sweat. Mascara ran down my cheeks. I reached for a wet wipe from the glove box and cleaned
myself as best I could. I drove around aimlessly until it was time to pick up Stella from school;
normally Isabel brought her home, but Isabel and a bunch of friends—despite the intensifying
rumors of the coming shutdown—were going shopping after school for prom dresses, and Stella
wasn’t invited. Although it was a dreary spring day, I put on sunglasses. Thankfully, the cut was
on my left cheek; I didn’t turn my head as Stella entered the car. Also, thankfully, Stella was
preoccupied with her phone. If she noticed the cut or the sunglasses, she didn’t comment on
them. I turned up the music and pretended to be absorbed in song, but I was preoccupied too:
should I talk to my daughter about what I’d seen? What would I say? I decided to say nothing for
the moment.
Once we arrived at home, I listened to Grant’s voicemail. He was so sorry, he didn’t
mean for me to find out that way. Blah, blah, blah.
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I called him back.
“I’m coming home,” Grant said. “We need to talk.”
“I suppose you’re right,” I said, my voice quiet, my fury spent on the shell cottage’s
mosaics. Also, what right did I have to be angry and sanctimonious when I’d been doing exactly
as Grant had done?
The phone buzzed. It was Emmett. “I have to go,” I said.
I picked up the call from Emmett and told him what I saw.
“Damn,” he said. “That’s horrible. What a shock.”
“The whole thing was just so insane and ridiculous: that crazy, beautiful space, my sister
pulling all those blankets over her head. As if she could hide from me. Like a little kid who
thinks if they can’t see you, you can’t see them.”
“Wow. Did you have any idea? About her and Grant, I mean.”
“Nope, none at all,” I said. But did I? I examined my memory, further and further back
until I saw it, the moment many, many years ago when the seed had been planted.
“You there?” Emmett said.
“Just remembering some things,” I said.
“For a minute, I thought I lost you. Do you want to talk about it?”
“Later,” I said. “I promise. Just not right now.”
“I understand,” Emmett said. “I wish it didn’t have to be like this.”
“Me too,” I said.

I stalked around the kitchen and the pantry, attempting to pull together something that
resembled dinner. So far, I had a box of pasta and a can of crushed tomatoes. I was planning to
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do a pasta bake, but the mozzarella had gone moldy and the lettuce for the salad had gone limp.
The vegetable crisper was empty save for a couple of rubbery carrots. I closed the refrigerator
and ordered delivery.
While I was waiting for the pizza, Ben called. He lit straight into me, not even bothering
to say hello. “Thanks for the great advice,” he said.
“What are you talking about?”
“I told Sarah about Tasha. Like you suggested. And now she’s moving out. She thinks I
must’ve killed her; why else would I get into everything now?”
Crap. This couldn’t be happening. “Did the police ever call you? About the knife?”
“No, but every time the phone rings, I’m sure it’s going to be them. I couldn’t take it
anymore. So I told Sarah. And now she hates me.”
Over the line, I heard a distant, shouted “Fuck you!” Then, “Asshole.”
My own problems slid into the background. I didn’t understand how Sarah could think
that Ben had murdered his friend all those years ago. “What exactly is she saying?” I asked.
“She’s all, ‘Why didn’t you tell me before? You lied by omission. If I’d have known, I
never would have married you.’”
“Wow,” I said. “Did she say where she’s going?”
“She won’t tell me. But probably her mother’s,” Ben said. Maybe you can talk to her.
Since telling her was your idea in the first place.”
“Oh Ben. How is that going to do any good? You guys are going to have to work this out
yourselves. You don’t want me to mess things up even more.”
“I don’t think that’s possible.”
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“If you knew how my day has been going, you might have second thoughts about that.”
The doorbell rang. The food was here. “I’m sorry Ben, but I have to go now.”
“Seriously? I need you.”
“You’ll have to figure it out yourself,” I said. “I’ve got messes of my own to clean up.”
“Wait. What’s up?”
“Call Shannon. And don’t let her blow you off, make her tell you what happened in the
shell cottage today.”
I hung up and paid for the pizza, then texted the girls that dinner had arrived. But Isabel
was still out shopping with her friends and Stella didn’t respond. I picked up a slice of pizza,
then put it back. The thought of eating made me feel nauseated.

A few minutes later, Grant came home. He looked like he’d been drinking. Not that I
blamed him. He stood at the kitchen island, opening and closing the cardboard pizza box. He
didn’t ask me about the still-weeping cut on my face.
I was sitting on a barstool, watching the pizza box lid go up and down in front of me,
gripping the countertop. “So you and Shannon,” I said. I sounded relaxed, conversational, as if
we were friends catching up at a coffee shop.
“It’s not what you think,” Grant said. Then, “It’s complicated.”
“What is this, a Facebook relationship status update? No shit it’s complicated. Do you
love her? Is she going to buy a farm with you?” Why did say that? What did it matter? I had a
feeling Heather would not have endorsed this line of questioning.
“I’m not responding to that,” Grant said coldly. “I don’t expect you to understand.”
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“I don’t think understanding is the problem,” I said, shifting in the stool. I inadvertently
kicked the back of the island, setting off a hollow thud. If I had a shred of decency, I would sit
Grant down and tell him, gently, ever so gently, that we needed to go our separate ways, that it
was for the best. That we needed to behave like adults for the sake of our children; that I was
seriously thinking of moving to Montclair, that he should buy a farm. Instead, I said, “It’s too
bad you can’t be with her.”
“What do you mean?” Grant started pacing, circling the kitchen island as if he were a
panther stalking its prey. Me.
“Only that it might make things easier for you,” I said. “But our children and her children
are cousins; it’s impossible.”
“Why would you want things to be easier for me?” Grant eyed me warily.
“Because I’m in love with another man, and I’m moving back East to be with him.” I felt
oddly calm, my breathing steady as the burden of the secret lifted.
“Who?” Grant said. But he didn’t wait for my response. ““It’s Emmett, isn’t it?”
“Yes. It’s Emmett,” I said simply.
He came around the island so that he faced me directly. “You said you were over him.
You said you were ready to move on. I trusted you.”
“I didn’t think there was any hope for Emmett and me.”
“So that’s why you married me?”
“No. Yes. It’s complicated,” I said. “You should know about that.”
“You can’t just move halfway across the country,” Grant said irritably, picking up an
earlier thread of the conversation. “Stella’s still in high school.”
“I’ll invite her to come with me,” I said. “She’s old enough to decide for herself.”
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“And what are you going to live on? Do you really think Emmett is going to take care of
you? What about all your debts? Does he even know about it?” He leaned toward me, his eyes
glassy.
Grant’s needling sent a rush of adrenaline into my veins. But I didn’t respond to his
questions. “When did it start between you and Shannon?” I asked. “If I had to guess, I’d say New
Year’s Eve. She seemed just a little bit too interested in your lecture about water purity that
night. It probably wasn’t much before that, because I don’t think she’d actually cheat on Rob.”
“What does it matter?” Grant said. “I’m surprised you even noticed.”
I heard the door leading to the garage open and close. My peripheral vision picked up
motion. “Isabel,” I murmured. Grant backed away, opening the refrigerator door and grabbing a
bottle of beer that he took some time to open.
“Is everything okay?” Isabel said, her voice faint, her arms full of long, sparkly dresses
covered in clear plastic.
“Everything’s fine,” Grant said. “Mom and I are just having a discussion.”
“OK, whatever.” Isabel said, unconvinced. She turned toward the stairs.
“There’s pizza,” I said, gesturing toward the box.
“Great,” Isabel said over her shoulder. “Not hungry.” She went upstairs, the plastic
coverings on the dresses rattling as she climbed.
Emmett and I stared at each other blankly. The silence rang in my ears.
“Such a fun night,” I finally said. “Maybe we better tell the girls what’s going on.”
“But what will we tell them?” Grant looked stricken, as if he’d just realized what we’d
done.
“We’ll say we’re having problems, and that we’re separating for the moment.”
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“Right,” Grant said. “That sounds good. But we don’t have to tell them tonight.”
“What choice do we have? I don’t want to sleep in the same bed as you, and I imagine
you feel the same.”
“There’s always the guest room,” Grant said. “I’ll stay there until we make some
decisions.”
“But they’re going to realize that you’ve suddenly started living up there,” I said.
“They’re not little kids anymore. I think we have to say something.”
“Can’t we just wait? I’ll sleep on the sofa; maybe they won’t notice.”
“Oh, all right,” I said, exasperated. After all, what did it matter, telling the girls tonight as
opposed to tomorrow or next week? Perhaps it would be better to tell them when Grant and I
were calmer, when we had a better idea of how things were going to go. As bad as it was, at least
everything was out in the open between Grant and me. No more secrets, no more lies.

After Grant had taken his pillow and gone to the living room, I closed the bedroom door
and called Heather. I told her everything.
“It feels like the entire world is going to hell,” she said. “Not that I have some supersecret special knowledge, but I’ve got a friend who’s an emergency doc in Burlington, and
they’re giving out dire warnings about what’s coming our way. It’s not going to be pretty, Jules.”
“Sometimes I wish my head would just implode already,” I said. “It would save me a lot
of trouble.”
“So what do you think’s going to happen?”
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“Well, for one thing, we’ve got to tell the girls. I don’t know why Grant’s being so cagey.
I’ve already told him we need to keep it simple. For everyone’s sake. Do you think any of us
want Rob to find out what’s been going on?”
“True,” Heather said. “With his temper, you don’t want to end up on the evening news.”

That night, I had a horrible dream. Grant was chasing me through the woods behind
Kitty’s house; I could hear him just behind me. No matter how I tried, I couldn’t get away from
him. I kept tripping over fallen branches and tumbling down steep ravines. In the dream, if I
could just make it to the shell cottage, I’d be safe. Just when I was in reach of the threshold,
Grant tackled me to the ground, stomach down. In the dream, it meant I was doomed. He turned
me over to do me in, but instead of Grant’s face looming above me, it was Emmett’s. I jerked
awake, tangled in the covers, drenched in sweat. It took me hours to calm down enough to fall
asleep again, and I couldn’t shake the feeling of foreboding from the dream. What was it trying
to tell me?
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Chapter 26:
Julia Tells Kids They’re Separating/Flashback:
Mother’s Death

After a quieter-than-usual dinner, Grant and I told Isabel and Stella we had decided to
separate.
“What happened?” Isabel said suspiciously. “Who cheated?”
Grant and I exchanged looks. “It’s been a long time coming,” he said, ignoring Isabel’s
questions. “It isn’t just one person’s fault.”
“But you might get back together, right?” Stella said hopefully.
“Have you been paying attention at all?” Isabel said. “They’re getting a divorce; they’re
just trying to break it to us gently.”
“Isabel,” I said. “Stop. There’s no need to be rude.”
“Sorry,” she said. “But it’s pretty obvious what’s going on.”
“We still love you as much as ever,” Grant said. “This has nothing to do with you.”
“Dad will be staying in the guest room until we figure out what’s going to happen next.”
Stella’s eyes filled with tears. “Will I still be able to go to my school?” she said. “I don’t
want to have to make all new friends at a new school next year.”
“Quit crying,” Isabel said. “This is about more than where you’ll go to school next year.”
“Everything’s going to be okay,” I said. “You can stay at your school if you want to.” It
hurt me to say the words; when I thought of going to Montclair, I always imagined that Stella
would be with me. She loved New York, and I thought she’d welcome the opportunity to be so
close to the city, to live in a different part of the country. But now I saw that I might have been
wrong about that.
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“Oh,” Isabel said. “I almost forgot to tell you; I got into IU today. And I got a
scholarship.”
“Congratulations,” I said. “That’s awesome.” I hoped Isabel had received a large
scholarship; I hadn’t yet started to worry about how we’d pay for her college.

That night, I lay in bed until the wee hours, unable to sleep. Images and memories
unspooled in my mind, everything leading me back to the time my own parents had separated,
and then too quickly thereafter, to my mother’s death.

April 18, 1999

I was twenty-five years old, living with my mother and Ben in the little house she’d
purchased after divorcing my father. I went downstairs to grab some coffee before work. But my
mother hadn’t come down to the kitchen yet, and she always beat me downstairs. Everything was
quiet and the sun’s golden light poured through the window above the kitchen sink. Ben had
already left for school. I checked the living room, the laundry room. She wasn’t there. Heart
pounding, my brain flooded with memoires of the last time I had to search for my mother, when I
found her at the shell cottage with a half-eaten bottle of Xanax in her hand. I walked back
upstairs, peered into my mother’s bedroom. She was lying in bed. I walked gingerly to her side.
Maybe she was sleeping in, I didn’t want to wake her. But maybe she was dead. I had learned
that with metastatic melanoma, death could be quite sudden. I took a deep breath, counted to ten;
I was catastrophizing. Not for nothing though, in the case of my mother.
“Mom,” I said, my voice gentle. “Are you okay?”
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She turned toward me, opened her eyes. “I don’t know...I can’t get out of bed.”
“Do you want me to help you up?” I said. After they’d removed the melanoma from her
back, the metastatic growths had bloomed like toxic flowers in her liver, her lungs, her bones.
The chemotherapy hadn’t made a dent; my mother had recently refused more treatment, and
while it was a dagger to the hearts of Ben, Shannon and me, the oncologist didn’t disagree with
her choice. The doctor let my mother come home, with the understanding that hospice would
soon be necessary. But I thought we had more time.
“I feel sick,” my mother said. She retched. I ran for a bowl, but it was too late. I cleaned
her up as best I could, and she collapsed back onto the bed. She was panting, gulping for air. I
panicked; there was no way I’ll be able to get her to the car, even if I dragged her like the last
time; she was too frail and sick for that now. She was already suffering enough; what if I broke
her tumor-brittle bones?
“I’m calling an ambulance,” I said, reaching for the bedside phone.
“No,” she said. “Not that again, I can’t bear it. Call hospice.” She started retching again.
“Mom, you need help. Now. Hospice is for later.” I dialed nine-one-one, gave them our
address.
“Come here,” my mother said, catching her breath. “Lay down beside me.” There was an
urgency in her voice I hadn’t heard in months. She shifted a little in the bed. I awkwardly
climbed in, lay down on my side, facing her. She talked quickly, as if she knew there wasn’t
much time. “I’m sorry I won’t be able to go to your wedding, I’m sorry I won’t be able to meet
your grandchildren.”
“No,” I said. “There’s nothing to be sorry about, you don’t know what’s going to
happen.”
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“Yes, I do,” she said. “I’m glad you have Grant. I’m glad I got to know him. You two
will be happy together.”
Tears pooled in my eyes. “Don’t say that, everything is going to be okay, there’s still
time.” I wrapped my arm around my mother, and her scapula protrudes as if I’m hugging a sheetdraped skeleton.
“Time’s running out. Tell Shannon I love her; Rob will take care of her. And take care of
Ben-Ben.”
By now, I was sobbing. “I won’t do it, you have to tell Shannon yourself,” I said, my
voice clogged with tears. “I’ll call school, pick up Ben. You can’t go; you have to tell them
yourself.”
“There’s no time,” my mother said. “I can’t wait much longer.”
In the distance, I heard the sirens, then saw the flashing lights. “The ambulance is here,” I
said, rolling out of the bed. “I have to let them in.”
“Don’t leave me, I don’t want to be alone.”
“I’ll be right back,” I said.
“Hurry.”
This time, they let me ride in the ambulance with my mother. They inserted an IV and
gave her an anti-nausea medication. And morphine. She was groggy but still conscious. I begged
the crew to let me use their phone. “At the hospital,” the EMT said. “You can make your calls
from there.”
Then it was the emergency room. I called Shannon, told her start driving from
Bloomington. I called Grant, asked him to pick up Ben from school. They X-rayed my mother’s
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liver, lungs, and bones. The images looked blotchy, over-exposed. “All those white spots?” the
ER doc said. “Those are metastases.”
“Oh God,” I said.
“We’ll do our best to keep her comfortable,” the doctor said. They admitted my mother to
the ICU and I sat with her for what seemed like hours, holding her hand as she slipped in and out
of consciousness. Where were Grant and Ben? They should have been at the hospital by now.
Same with Shannon. I looked at my watch. Only forty-five minutes had passed since we entered
the room. Nurses streamed in and out; checking readings from the machines my mother was
hooked to. Finally, Grant and Ben came. Nobody said anything about all three of us staying in
the room. At first, I was puzzled. But then I realized it was because it didn’t matter: my mother
was actively dying, and no one could stop it from happening. I blinked away tears, I didn’t want
Ben to see how upset I was; it would only make matters worse for him.
“Where’s Shannon,” I said, agitated. What if my mother died before she arrived?
Shannon would blame me, I just knew it. The machines beeped. My mother’s breathing became
more labored.
“She’ll get here when she gets here,” Grant said, irritated. “You don’t want her to have a
wreck.”
At last, my sister arrived. “Mom? Can you hear me? It’s Shannon.”
My mother didn’t respond. Shannon grabbed her hand, shook it. “MOM,” she yelled,
“It’s me!” She sobbed hysterically. Ben was crying now too.
“Grant,” I said. “Take her.”

165

So, I thought, lying in bed twenty years later, it was me. I might as well have given
Shannon to Grant.
Grant walked around the room to Shannon and put his arms around her, easing her away
from the bed. He talked to her quietly, they embraced. She was clinging to Grant and he was
stroking her hair. Was that when it truly began? Between Grant and Shannon? In that moment,
had some subtle, unconscious, connection been forged that had for years been hiding in plain
sight? Perhaps unbeknownst even to them? Only to burst into the present in another stressful,
unsettled moment?

I took my mother’s hand. “It’s going to be okay,” I said. But I don’t think she heard me.
The vigil was short. Not long Shannon arrived in the ICU, my mother slipped into a coma. The
day wore on and the light lengthened, turning the thin gold of a beautiful spring afternoon. When
the setting sun pinked the sky, she took a last, muffled breath and was gone. The ICU nurse
whisked me away; I had to answer a million questions: where did I want the body sent? Did I
want my mother cremated? If not, what did I want her to wear for the burial? Where would the
funeral be?
“I don’t know, I don’t know,” I said. “She never told us what she wanted.”
“Maybe she wrote it down somewhere, in a letter where she knew you’d find it,” the
social worker said kindly. “That happens a lot when parents don’t want to upset their kids with
that kind of talk.”
That evening, I made some teary guesses about what my mother might want. When we
returned to the house, I looked for a letter, for instructions. But there was no letter, no list,
nothing.
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Chapter 27:
Julia Files for Divorce; Pandemic Shutdowns; Julia
Gets Job; Fight with Emmett

First thing the next morning, I called Suzanne, the family lawyer. I wondered if my
siblings and I would win an award: ‘Indy’s Most Divorce-Prone Family’ or something. “I need a
good family attorney. Who do you recommend?”
There was a pause on the line; I could almost see Suzanne’s brain ticking, deciding
whether or not to mention Shannon’s divorce. Professionalism prevailed. “I’ve got someone in
mind,” the woman said. “She’s in our office but isn’t working on your sister’s case.”
“Perfect,” I said, leaving it at that. Suzanne would find out soon enough that the two
cases weren’t really as separate as they seemed.
I called Ben. He needed to know what had happened.
“Damn,” Ben said. “That’s some fucked up shit.”
“Thanks for the empathy, brother,” I said.
“I guess that makes us siblings three for three,” he said. “Broken marriage-wise.”
“So I take it that means you and Sarah aren’t making up.” I paused, realizing I had no
idea what was going on with my brother. “Did you ever find a way to buy out Kitty?”
“No,” Ben said. “Uncle Jim was going to finance it all himself, just to get Kitty out of the
picture. But with the pandemic, she’s freaking out about her liquidity and says she needs more
for her shares. We’ve decided to wait her out; sometimes that’s the best you can do.”
“I hope it works. I still can’t believe you have to buy Dad’s shares from her.”
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Later that morning, I got an that email Isabel and Stella’s school would be closed, starting
tomorrow, with the idea of a possible return after spring break. Beyond that, the administrators
preferred not to speculate. Emmett said Dashiell’s school was cancelled too. Most of the
employees of the big New York publishers were working from home, starting immediately. “It’s
chaos,” Emmett said. When I told him I was having second thoughts about coming to Montclair,
he said, “Honestly, I don’t blame you. I want you here, but people are dying, Jules. I think you’re
safer in Indianapolis. For now, anyway.”
I spent the rest of the day online, refreshing the New York Times website and the local
Indianapolis news sites a hundred times each. When the girls came home in the afternoon, Stella
was excited. “Spring break starts early this year.”
“Dumb ass, there won’t be a spring break this year,” Isabel said. “Spring break, prom,
graduation—it’ll all be canceled, it’s just a matter of time.”
Secretly, I agreed with Isabel. But I hated to see her be so pessimistic. “None of that has
happened yet. We need to take one day at a time. And be grateful we have each other and that
we’re not sick.”
“What about dad?” Stella said. “Is he going to stay in the guest room for the rest of his
life?”
“I don’t know.” I didn’t want to lock down with Grant, it seemed like a terrible idea. But
where would he go? How would we afford another rent? It wasn’t as if I could contribute
anything. I felt overwhelmed and panicky. Part of me wanted to leave for Montclair right then,
come what may with Isabel and Stella; I wanted to get out before it was completely impossible to
travel. But I couldn’t, things were too messy.
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“Why doesn’t dad just stay in the basement?” Isabel said. “He could put in a microwave
and sleep in the bedroom down there. There’s foosball and ping pong.”
“We don’t have to decide anything this minute,” I said. But I wasn’t totally opposed to
the idea. If I offered Grant the basement, I would be sure to emphasize it was Isabel’s idea, not
mine.

Grant decided to stay in the basement. Neither of us was in love with the idea. But it was
a solution. Isabel and Stella had no idea about Grant and Shannon. Or about Emmett for that
matter. I made myself scarce while Grant moved his things to the basement.
As Isabel had predicted, by the end of March, spring break, prom, and graduation had
been cancelled, in quick succession. Stella downloaded a pattern from the internet and started
sewing face masks. I kept a pandemic journal and re-read The Decameron, but it didn’t bring me
much comfort that the fourteenth-century bubonic plague was objectively worse than the
COVID-19 pandemic. Dashiell locked down with Raquel, while Emmett worked from home in
his apartment in Montclair. Emmett and I texted every day.

At the beginning of April, Emmett forwarded me a lead for a publishing job. “It’s in
Editorial, with the possibility for future promotion. Sales are strong and they need people. Send
them your resume and see what happens.”
“Oh wow,” I said. “Thank you.”
“It’s a way to move forward, even though we’re stuck halfway across the country from
each other.”
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I talked to Isabel and Stella about the job opportunity. I told them that an old friend had
recommended me and left it at that when they didn’t ask any questions. “I’d be working from
home, for now.”
“I think you should do it,” Stella said.
“But do you really want to go back to publishing?” Isabel said. “You already worked in
that industry.”
“I think so,” I said. “I always liked it, it was just that when I came back here, there
weren’t as many jobs, so I decided to try something new.”
“And now it’s possible to work remotely,” Isabel said thoughtfully. “So why not? If you
hate it, you can always quit.”
“Sure, very true,” I said. I wanted to lay the groundwork for possibly relocating, and here
was my chance. “Once things are back to normal—and if all goes well—I could potentially
transition to in-person work. If I wanted to.”
“In-person work. Like in New York?” Isabel was never one to miss the subtle
implications of a statement.
“Yes, that’s where the job would be located.”
“But that’s so far away,” Stella said.
“Not really,” I said. “Besides, we’re nowhere near that point.”
“But that’s what you want,” Stella said, pouting a little. “I can tell. That’s what you’ve
always wanted.”
“And so what if it is? Why can’t I have a life too?”
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“But what about me? I want to graduate from my high school, I don’t want to go to
school in New York. You’re old. Your life is over, but mine is just beginning.”
I had to laugh at that one. “Put me out to pasture already,” I said. “Besides, I think we’re
getting a little ahead of ourselves. I haven’t even been hired yet. There’s no point in making
proclamations about who will be graduating high school from where.”

But I did get the job, and I started right away. It was a lot of change; the kids skulking
through the house; Grant clattering around the basement. Too many Zoom calls to count; after
the novelty wore off, I began to hate them and couldn’t wait to start working from an actual
office. I decided to revisit the subject of me moving to the East Coast with Isabel and Stella.
“So would you be open to it?” I said one evening while Isabel, Stella and I watched
television and worked on a jigsaw puzzle. Since the beginning of lockdown, I’d kept one spread
out on the living room coffee table, and we worked on it intermittently, much as Shannon, Ben
and I used to do at my father and Kitty’s.
“I already told you,” Stella said. “I’m not going anywhere.”
“It’s not entirely your decision. But your wishes will be taken into consideration,” I said.
“Do what you want,” Isabel said. “I’m obviously graduating from high school here. And
next year, I’ll be at IU, so it doesn’t really matter to me.” Isabel had decided that with all the
uncertainty, she didn’t want to go to college out of state. It made me a little sad; going away had
been so important to me.
“But I want to graduate from high school here too,” Stella said. “Why should Isabel get to
do what she wants and I don’t?” She picked up a straight edge and tried to add it to the half-built
puzzle border, but it didn’t fit.
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Of course Stella wanted to stay with her friends; she’d already said as much. Why would
I expect her to change her mind, just because I was enjoying my job? I leaned forward and
picked up the puzzle box, pretending to study the image, which I’d already looked at a hundred
times. “Everything’s going to be all right,” I said. “No one’s going to make you go anywhere.” I
tried to reconcile myself to the idea of Stella staying with Grant in Indianapolis.
“But that doesn’t mean you won’t be leaving,” Stella said. She wiped her eyes angrily
and bent her head closer to the puzzle. My daughters were too astute for me. “That’s what you’re
going to do, isn’t it?”
Tears flooded my eyes and I tried to blink them away. “I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe.
But not until you graduate.” It wasn’t until I’d said it aloud that I began to understand that I
would not be joining Emmett in New Jersey anytime soon, and all the implications of that
realization. I wondered if my recent horrible dream had been some kind of warning. How could I
have imagined leaving my daughter behind for three years? Emmett and Montclair felt as if they
were a million miles away.

That night, when Emmett called and he mentioned something about a predicted lull in the
pandemic in the summer and how it might be safe now for me to move to New Jersey then. I
couldn’t bear it. I had to tell him; after my conversation with Stella, I felt I had to tell him the
truth; a truth I knew he wouldn’t want to hear.
“Emmett. Listen.”
“What,” he said, easy and comfortable. “I’m always listening.”
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I didn’t want to burst the perfect bubble of understanding he thought we shared. But that
was the problem: it was a bubble. An illusion of shared purpose. “I’m not moving to Montclair
this summer,” I said.
“What do you mean?” he said. “Do you think cases won’t actually go down in the
warmer weather?”
“No,” I said loudly. “That’s not it!” I saw that Emmett and I did not share an
understanding. Not anymore. Obviously, I would have to be clearer. “I’m not coming this
summer. I’m not coming until Stella graduates from high school.”
Silence. I stared intently at the floor, waiting for his response.
“Jules. I told you. That doesn’t work for me. I can’t wait three more years, I just can’t.”
“But why not? I can’t leave Stella behind—she’s my child! And she’s made it perfectly
clear that she does not want to come to New Jersey.” I paused for a moment, then continued.
“It’s partially my fault; I totally misread her. I thought she’d be willing to come. But I was
wrong.”
More silence. “I’m fifty years old,” Emmett said. “I don’t want to live alone for another
three years.” His voice was cool; I could feel that he was already pulling away from me.
“But you won’t be alone,” I said. “Not really. I’ll visit you; you’ll visit me. I’ll get my
own place; you can stay as long as you want.”
“Thanks,” he said, “but my vision for us didn’t include me shacking up at your rental in
Indianapolis for weeks on end.”
I didn’t comment on the snobbish slight. “I have to do this right, Emmett. I can’t run off
while my child is still in high school.”
“But three years. It’s too much, I can’t wait that long.”
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I started shaking from head to toe. “Emmett, please,” I said. “Try to understand.”
“It’s not that I don’t understand; I just can’t do what you’re asking of me. I tried to show
you my interest in making this work. I came to see you in Indianapolis, I met you in Cincinnati. I
got you an interview when you said you wanted a job.”
“And I’ve thanked you a thousand times for passing along my resume and putting in a
good word,” I said. But Emmett’s remark cut me deeply.
“I thought you realized I did more than put in a good word, Jules. People don’t often
leave publishing for twenty years and come back as if nothing happened.”
I felt small, as if I were a child. “I thought it was working out, that I was doing a good
job,” I said. “If you want me to, I’ll quit.” I made a fist and pressed it against my lips. I needed
the job, but if my colleagues were only enduring me because Emmett had called in a favor, I
couldn’t work there anymore.
“No need for that,” Emmett said. “I knew you’d be great—that’s why I got you the job. I
just assumed it’d show you I was serious and make you want to come back as soon as possible.
Not in three years.”
There was a long, heavy pause. I wanted to beg him to accept my position, but I knew it
was pointless. Emmett wanted one thing. I wanted another. Neither of us was right; neither of us
was wrong. We just wanted different things.
“I don’t think what I’m asking for is unreasonable,” Emmett finally said. “Plenty of
people manage to find a balance between their partner and their family obligations. I want
someone now, not in three years.”
“It’s not unreasonable,” I said. “It’s just not something I can do.” Something Emmett said
settled uncomfortably in my mind. Or maybe it was the way he said it: I want someone now. As
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if he were mulling over a choice in the matter. Call it intuition or unconscious knowledge—
whatever you like—the suspicion curled around me like smoke. “There’s not someone else, is
there?”
“I’m not dignifying that with a response,” Emmett said, huffy, as if I’d insulted his
dignity.
Oh God. “So if I don’t come now, you’re done with me and you’ll continue with the
other person? I bet she lives in Montclair. Or maybe in the city?”
“Jules, stop,” he said. But he didn’t contradict me.
“And maybe, big picture, you’d rather have this,” I continued, angry and hurt. “But
you’re not waiting three years for it. Not when you’ve got Ms. City Lady on board for a
pandemic romance.”
“Stop blame-shifting Jules. This is on you. You’ve made it clear you aren’t willing to do
what it takes to make this work.”
Angry tears streamed down my face. “No,” I said, my voice strangled. I could barely
speak, but I had to defend myself. “I’m not blame-shifting, something’s going on, I know it. I
loved you, I was ready to leave my child for you. But the minute I don’t do exactly what you
want, the minute you want it done, it’s over.”
“This conversation is going nowhere,” Emmett said. “I thought we could make it work
this time. But clearly I was wrong. Good luck, Jules; you’re going to need it.” And the line went
dead.
I couldn’t believe it. Emmett had hung up on me. I felt hollowed out, ill. I stumbled to the
sofa, curled up into a ball, and stared at the unfinished puzzle on the coffee table for hours. My
concern about whether Emmett’s feelings were real had been warranted. The first time I didn’t
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do as he wished, it was over. What kind of relationship was that? Not one strong enough to
endure much in the way of vicissitudes. But I knew that wasn’t entirely fair. Emmett had been
clear from the beginning that he didn’t want to wait years for us to be together. If he wanted
someone right now, was that a crime? Or was it just something I couldn’t give him? Also, it
occurred to me that I might have been wrong about him seeing someone else. I regretted going
after him so hard, especially with no evidence. No wonder he hung up on me.
As the night wore on, I sunk deeper and deeper into the wreck of my life. My marriage
was over and my lover had dumped me. I was badly in debt, and to top it off, I wasn’t speaking
to my sister. So many important relationships seemed irreparably damaged or broken. At least
Isabel and Stella are okay, I thought. I knew I had to find a way forward, if only for the sake of
my children.

I finally fell asleep as dawn approached. I slipped back into my bedroom when I heard a
toilet flushing upstairs. I plodded through the next day, an empty shell of myself. Although his
goodbye had felt so final the previous evening, I hoped I had been mistaken. At lunchtime, I
couldn’t bear it any longer; I sent him a text. Very sorry about last night, please let’s talk. I
thought surely I’d hear back from him by the evening. But I didn’t. As the days went by, I had to
accept that mending fences with me was not a priority for Emmett.
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Chapter 28:
Julia’s House on Market; Shell Cottage Repaired; Go
Fund Me Begins
And to make matters worse, that week I received an unexpected call from Kitty.
“I wanted you to know I’ve decided to list the house in Indianapolis,” she said.
“Thank you for letting me know,” I said. “I appreciate that.” Although I had only lived in
the house a couple years, the property had been in our family for a long time—longer than I’d
been alive—and many of my earliest and happiest memories were tied into that place. It made
me sad to think of other people living there. Its impending loss felt like yet another beloved thing
I’d have to find a way to let go of.
“I’ve decided to spend most of the year in Palm Beach, maybe rent something out west
for the summer,” she said. “So it doesn’t make sense to keep a house up there anymore. I didn’t
want you to hear it from someone else.”
“It’s a lovely place,” I said. “I’m sure it’ll sell quickly.”
“You wouldn’t be interested in it, would you?”
I was surprised by Kitty’s question. Then I remembered she had no idea about my debts;
she didn’t realize that I could never in a million years afford a property of that caliber. “No,” I
said simply. “It’s not for me.”
“Right,” she said. “I just hoped on the off chance one of you kids might want it. I think
your father would have liked that.”
“Maybe,” I said, although I doubted Ben would purchase the house. He wanted Kitty’s
share of the company, not that old house. And I had no idea about Shannon. I imagined she’d
want to stay in Meridian Kessler. Maybe not in a Meridian Street mansion like the one she had
shared with Rob, but I could see her in a house on one of the side streets.
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“We’ll see,” Kitty said.
I remembered how I used to resent my stepmother, her fussiness, her superciliousness.
But now, I saw that she and I were just people. Two mixed bags trying to make it through the
world.

When George Floyd was murdered at the end of May and protests sprung up nationwide,
I badly wanted to reach out to Emmett. But what would I say? That I was thinking of him? That I
cared about injustice and reforming the system? What good would that do him? I started and
deleted a hundred texts. I called once but he didn’t pick up, and he didn’t return the call. After
that, I decided I had to let it go; the last thing he needed in his life was another well-intentioned
white lady, intent on demonstrating she wasn’t part of the problem.

As soon as Indianapolis’ stay at home order was lifted in June, Grant approached me
about putting our house on the market; it had been a long quarantine and he was ready to have
his own place. “Things are selling fast in Meridian Kessler,” he said. “For over asking.”
“But are we ready for that? What if we have to lock down again and we have nowhere to
go?”
“We’re not going to lock down again,” Grant said, although his entire racing season had
been suspended and he couldn’t possibly have known that at the time.
“Anyway,” I said, ignoring his last comment. “It’s a good suggestion. We probably
should list the house. Can you give me a few weeks though? I’m pretty busy at work right now.”
Although my financial situation had improved now that I had a regular paycheck coming in, I
still needed the money from the sale of the house to begin the process of paying down my debts.
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“I know, I know,” Grant said. “You’re so swamped at the job Emmett got you.”
“Emmett and I broke up,” I reminded him. It still bothered me that it was so obvious that
Emmett had played an instrumental role in me being hired. If Grant realized it, many of my
colleagues in New York realized it too. Then again, Emmett ran a different division of the
company and he was high enough up the ladder that he and I didn’t attend the same virtual
meetings. Maybe my colleagues didn’t even know about the connection. I tried not to worry
about it; I knew if it was an issue, doing the work well over time was the only way to address it.

Ben told me that Shannon’s divorce had been finalized; I hadn’t spoken to her since that
early spring day at the shell cottage. Ben said she had access to her money and was now looking
in earnest for a house. Because Isabel and Stella were so much older, Grant’s and my divorce
would be much simpler than Shannon and Rob’s. We’d split the proceeds of the sale of our
house and Grant would pay child support for Stella until she was eighteen. I’d get a little spousal
support, and that was it.
Once things settled down at work, we put the house on the market. The realtor held an
open house that weekend and there was a feeding frenzy. Cars lined the street and people milled
around in the yard as I pulled out of the drive.
Against my better judgement, I had agreed to meet Ben at the shell cottage during the
open house. He wanted to talk, and it needed to be there. Or so he claimed. “Why?” I said. “You
know that place holds painful memories for me.”
“It can just be our meeting point; we don’t have to go inside.”
“You’re killing me. What’s going on?”
“I didn’t do it. Just remember that.” Ben. My rollercoaster ride of a brother.
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At the shell cottage, Ben said, “I kind of misspoke earlier, you actually do have to go
inside.”
“I don’t want to,” I said. “I should burn it to the ground.”
Ben opened the door. “Then just look from out here.”
In the glare of the hot, sunny day, it was hard to see much. I stepped closer to the cottage,
then finally went inside. I blinked a few times. Were my eyes playing tricks on me? The mosaics
had been repaired, the shattered shells and rocks chiseled out and replaced, and the floor had
been swept clean. Someone had picked up the rocks and shells from the floor and had been
arranged in neat piles on the farm table. Over by the cast-iron stove, the sofa had been removed
and in its place were a little coffee table and three chairs. “It looks fantastic,” I said. “Someone
put a lot of work into this. But who?”
“Can’t you guess?”
“Isabel?”
Ben shook his head.
“Grant?” But even as I said it, I knew it wasn’t him. There was only one other person it
could be. “Wow,” I said. “She hardly gives a shit about the woods, let alone the cottage.”
“But you do. And she’s your sister.”
“She did a good job.”
“You should call her,” Ben said.
“You should call Sarah.”
“I will,” Ben said. “Really.”
“Me too,” I said. “Soon.”
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Out of the blue, I got a call from the folks at the Nature Conservancy. They’d hired a new
fundraising manager and she wanted to try a Go Fund Me page to purchase our forested acres.
“The pandemic and the lockdown have changed people’s thinking about the importance
of publicly-accessible lands,” Becca, the new manager said. “For plenty of people, hiking and
being outdoors feels like one of the few safe, fun activities available. We’ll put videos on social
media and lead people to the Go Fund Me page. You can be interviewed on the local news
channels if you want.”
“No, no,” I said quickly. “It’ll be better coming from you. I’ve got some gorgeous
pictures of the forest I’ll send though.”

Within a week, the Go Fund Me was up and my photographs were all over the news and
social media. Becca was right. I called Ben, since I still wasn’t speaking to Shannon. “I don’t
want to jinx it but check your email. I just sent you a link.”
“What’s up?” Ben asked.
“Just follow the link.”
“What’s this? The Nature Conservancy’s got a Go Fund Me that’s raised seventy-five
thousand dollars?”
“I didn’t want to get your hopes up again after that first fundraising disappointment. But
they’ve got a new manager and she knows what she’s doing. It’s all been raised from small
donations over the past week. She’s started hitting up the big corporate foundations—Lily,
Roche, Cummins, trying to get a matching grant.”
“Shit, that’s amazing, Jules.”
“Cross your fingers that the numbers keep going up.”
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“Will do. And why don’t you call Shannon and tell her the good news?” Ben said.
“Sure,” I said. “As soon as you call Sarah.”
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Chapter 29:

Julia, Ben and Shannon to Tasha’s Grave; Shannon

Buying Their Old House

After receiving five offers at list price or above, Grant and I sold our house in Meridian
Kessler. Once we paid off the mortgage, we would each clear about twenty-five thousand
dollars. Not bad for living in the house fifteen years. I would be able to put a little dent in my
debt, but I was nowhere near paying it off. I worked remotely at my new job during the day. On
my lunch breaks, I drove around the neighborhood looking for rentals; even in the digital age it
was still the best way to find a place in our area. My friend Amy from down the street confirmed
that she had no special intel on rentals. And on nights and weekends, I packed. Grant packed his
tools, the lawnmower and his high school letter jacket. I didn’t ask where he would go after the
closing. A school administrator came to the house and dropped off Isabel’s high school diploma
and a frosted cookie on the doormat. I called Heather and talked to her on speaker while I
packed. I still hadn’t reached out to Shannon.
“You’ve got to call your sister,” she said. “Before you move.”
“I know, I’ll get to it, I promise. I’m a little preoccupied at the moment.”
“Jules. How long does it take to make a phone call? Or send a text? She’s your sister.
You don’t have to be best friends.”
“I hate it when you’re right.”
“It’ll be a relief. Just watch,” Heather said.
But I wasn’t ready yet to make the call.
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A couple days later, Ben texted me. Someone in the Timber Ridge FB group found
Tasha’s grave. Come to Lexington with me? I want to take flowers.
I absolutely didn’t have time for this. Not now. But it was Ben. My little brother. I
thought of my mother’s dying wish: “Take care of Ben.” I realized I had to go.
Sunday? I responded.
I’ll pick you up early, he texted back.

I didn’t think to ask if anyone else was coming, so I was shocked when Ben pulled up
and Shannon was in the back seat of the car. Only Ben would pull such a stunt. On a three-hour
road trip. Warily, I climbed into the passenger seat. I nodded to Shannon in the back. Ben slid
behind the wheel and took off as if it were the most natural thing in the world.
“Have you guys been watching the Go Fund Me page?” Ben said. “It just passed a
hundred thousand dollars—can you believe it?”
“It’s wild,” Shannon said.
“Unbelivable,” I said.
Then, for what felt like a very long time, there was nothing but awkward silence. Ben
turned up the music. Bill Withers’ “Lovely Day” was playing. I felt as if I had swallowed an egg.
The last thing today would be was lovely. We were going to the grave of a child, for God’s sake.
I leaned around the seat to face Shannon. “The shell cottage looks fantastic. You did a great job.”
“It’s a gesture,” she said. “I don’t expect you to forgive me.”
“Did I ever tell you I was going to break up with Grant?” I said. “A long time ago. When
mom was still alive. But she talked me out of it.”
“I didn’t know that.”
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“And then, on her deathbed she told me how happy she was, knowing Grant and I would
be married.”
“It’s not mom’s fault, Jules. Seriously.”
My eyes flashed, as if someone had lit a match in a dark room. I took a deep breath and
thought of Heather. Would she lose her shit and start a screaming match with her sister in the
car? No. She would behave like a fucking adult and use her words. “Sorry,” I said. “I didn’t
mean to imply that mom was to blame. The truth is that I wasn’t strong enough to do what I
needed to. Not then, anyway.”
“Neither was I.” Shannon tilted her head and was quiet for a long time before she spoke
again. “We’re not seeing each other anymore, Jules. Don’t worry about that.”
“Small comfort, I suppose,” I said. I wanted to tell her about Emmett, about how she
wasn’t the only one who’d made mistakes. But we’d have to have that conversation another day.
I turned around and let the music wash over me as I gazed out the window at the intense blue of
the cloudless sky.

The cemetery was located in a park-like setting, with rolling hills and large-crowned
oaks, their leaves glowing green in the hot sun. According to the Facebook page, there was a
small ceremony a couple months ago: family only, less than ten people due to COVID
restrictions. Shannon, Ben and I wandered around for a long time, looking for Tasha’s grave. We
finally found it, and Ben placed a bouquet on the new grass in front of the headstone. A light
breeze crinkled the flowers’ plastic wrapping. He bent down and touched the stone. Shannon and
I waited under a nearby tree, giving Ben space to say goodbye to his friend.
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“I think I’m going to buy our old house,” Shannon said quietly; Ben was still crouched
near Tasha’s grave. “I mean Kitty’s house.”
“Really?” I said. “Congratulations.”
“It’s a good old house. And without the forest, I think I can manage it.”
“Of course you can,” I said. The house she and Rob had lived in was actually a good deal
larger. “I’m so happy it’s staying in the family.” My relationship with my sister might never be
what it once was, but I wanted her to know that I was genuinely thrilled that she and her boys
would be living in that house.
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Chapter 30:

Julia and Stella Move; Fundraiser Complete

That weekend, Stella, Isabel and I moved to our rental, a cute little white painted brick
cottage a couple blocks from our old house. Although neither Grant nor I were packrats, we still
had a lot of stuff. Isabel and Stella unpacked and organized their own belongings, but the rest fell
to me. It was odd being without Grant; although we’d technically been separated for months, this
was the first time both of us had our own spaces. It felt good. We’d stayed together too long, and
for the wrong reasons. Isabel told me he’d made an offer on a small farm in Mooresville. I hoped
he’d finally get the life he wanted.
Every few hours, I checked the Nature Conservancy’s Go Fund Me page. While the
numbers weren’t going up like they were a couple days ago, the fund had reached one hundred
and twenty-five thousand dollars. When we hit one hundred and fifty thousand, the matching
grant Becca had secured from the Central Indiana Community Foundation would kick in.
“Almost there,” I said, leaning against Stella’s doorframe. “Think of it, our woods will be
a nature preserve.”
“Great,” she said. Stella couldn’t have cared less. She stared at me expectantly, obviously
waiting for me to leave.

Sunday evening, Emmett called. When I saw his name on my phone, I dropped it into a
half-empty moving box. I fumbled for it, not sure if I should take the call. Maybe I should first
gather my thoughts and call him back later. But curiosity won out.
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“I’ve been meaning to call you for a while,” he said. “I just—things—I kept putting it
off.”
“I’m glad you called. I said some things I shouldn’t have, and for that I’m sorry.”
“We both said things we shouldn’t have. But the thing is, you weren’t wrong about there
being someone else. I mean, we hadn’t done anything yet, it was just a possibility. And if you
were moving in soon, it was simple, a no-brainer: that’s what I wanted. But if you weren’t
coming for three more years, I knew I wouldn’t be able to wait. I just wasn’t prepared to go into
all that, and it took me off balance when you called it out.”
I held the phone to my ear for a long time, thinking about what to say. Part of me wanted
to yell, “Ha! I knew it!” But I decided not to let that part of me take the lead. I decided an openended question would be most fair. “What did you end up doing?”
“I’m seeing the person; she lives close by. It’s going well.”
Cynically, I couldn’t help but wonder if Emmett had called just to rub my face in the fact
that I had been right. But I didn’t think so. “That’s good,” I said. “I never wanted you to be
unhappy. And I think you would have been, if we had stayed together.”
“What about you?” Emmett said. “There’s no way you’re still single.”
“Oh, I am,” I said. “And I’m good with that.”
“I’m sorry things didn’t work out.”
“Me too,” I said. “But it’s okay. Really.”
Although it made me a little sad to think of Emmett with someone else, it was a relief to
know the truth. I thought about how I’d feel if I had moved to New Jersey. I knew I would be
miserable, that I’d have felt guilty for leaving Stella behind, that I’d have made myself broke and
crazy, flying back to Indianapolis all the time. I thought about how for years, Grant had tried to
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convince me to live on his parents’ farm. Somehow, I just seemed incapable of living where the
men I loved wanted me to live.

Once the Nature Conservancy’s campaign had reached one hundred thousand dollars, the
matching grant was funded. Using that success, Becca was able to secure another big donation. I
told Heather all about it. “We’re within fifty thousand dollars of what Ben’s developer was going
to pay.”
“I can’t believe it.”
“I never dreamed they’d be able to raise this much,” I said. “I’d be happy to close the
deal today.”
“Give them a little more time, what’ll it hurt? Every dollar raised is a dollar closer to you
being debt-free.”

I called Ben; I hadn’t talked to him since the road trip to Tasha’s grave. I made it a point
not to ask about Sarah. Instead, I chatted about the fundraiser and invited him to visit my new
place.
“Sarah’s moving back in,” he said.
“You’re kidding,” I said. “How did that happen?”
“I don’t know, really. She said she started looking into Tasha’s case. I think at first, she
wanted to find evidence to turn me into the police. Really. She even messaged some of the
people on the Timber Ridge Facebook page. But the more she dug into it, the more she began to
doubt that I could’ve killed Tasha or had anything to do with her death. She apologized. She
even said she was sorry she thought that Tasha had put a curse on me or something.”
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“Woah,” I said. “Did you forgive her?”
“Are you kidding? Of course I did. She’s not the only person in the world to blame a
person for something they didn’t do.”
“That’s great, I’m so happy for you,” I said.
“Listen, Jules. I’ve obviously been thinking about the past a lot lately and I’m sorry I
blamed you for what happened at Timber Ridge. You didn’t send me there to fuck me up.”
I was in shock; I never thought I’d hear such words from my brother. “We didn’t know
what to do,” I said. “No one knew what to do. Dad and Kitty would get totally hysterical when
you’d go missing; they thought you’d drowned in the White River, that you’d been kidnapped,
shot, thrown in a ditch.”
“Seriously? I had no idea.”
“It was horrible, not knowing where you were. We really thought you might be dead.
Mostly from the drinking and driving. But with the family history—mom, the pills—it was
scary.”
“Damn.”
“It was just bad all around,” I said, then paused. “But it sounds like you’re starting to be
happy now.”
“I feel like I’ve been given a second chance,” Ben said.
“Maybe we all have.”
“Yep. Let’s just hope we don’t fuck it up this time.”

Less than a week later, the last fifty thousand dollars of the fundraiser came in from an
anonymous donor.
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“I wonder who it could be,” I said. I had invited Ben, Sarah and Shannon over to see my
new place, and we were sitting in the small living room, talking.
“It was Kitty,” Isabel chimed in. After saying a quick hello to her aunts and uncle, she
had already retreated into her bedroom; she was getting ready for a night out with friends, but
from her room she could hear any conversation in the house. I loved my cottage, but the small
spaces didn’t afford much privacy.
“You think so?” Shannon said. “I was thinking maybe it was Uncle Jim.”
“Doubtful,” Ben said. “Business is so weird these days, I don’t think he’d make a big
cash donation right now.”
Secretly, I wondered if Shannon herself had made the donation, perhaps to ease her
conscience about what she’d done with Grant. But that didn’t make much sense either. She was
closing on Kitty’s house soon, and I knew she had agreed to pay more than she wanted to for the
property, so I doubted she would make a large donation now. Although the donation could have
been made by someone completely unknown to us, I saw that Isabel could be right: Kitty knew
about the project and was swimming in cash. It would make perfect sense for her to push the
fundraiser over the finish line. That way, she could be sure that Shannon and Ben would have the
money to close on the house and buy her out of the family business. Actually, it was pretty clever
on Kitty’s part to do so. I wondered if Isabel realized this or if she’d been speaking off the cuff.
“I could always ask Becca if you really want to know,” I said. “Maybe she’d tell us if we
promised to keep quiet about it.”
“But does it really matter?” Shannon said. “I’d rather focus on closing the deal.”
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And before long, the deal did close. The Nature Conservancy now owned our forested
acres, along with the shell cottage. The group promised to send more detailed phased plans for
the opening of the new nature preserve soon. Ben used his share of the money to buy out Kitty’s
interest in the family business. Shannon used some of the funds to make Kitty and my father’s
house her own. The rest she donated to the domestic violence support group that had assisted her
when she left Rob. As for me, I repaid my credit card debt and put the rest of the money into
college funds for Isabel and Stella; it might not cover everything, but it was a start. For the first
time in my financial life, I felt like a responsible adult. I had a place for my girls and me to live,
a job and even a little savings for their futures. And for the first time in my emotional life, I was
standing on my own two feet. I didn’t need a husband or a lover to keep me grounded, to tell me
everything was going to be all right. I could do that for myself now.
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Chapter 31:

Ribbon Cutting for Williams Family Nature Park

June 2021, one year later

The evening was still warm, the sun sinking below the horizon line, burnishing the lush
green forest. A wide red satin ribbon had been strung across two poles at the entrance to the trail
at the back of Shannon’s house. On either side of the path stood easels that held gatorboard
mockups that highlighted the phased plans the organization had made for the property. That
evening, we were celebrating the completion of Phase I. Dozens of people milled around the
lawn, seeking shade and sipping cocktails.
Becca, the woman from the Nature Conservancy who’d spearheaded the fundraiser,
approached Shannon, Ben and me as we stood in a little group, greeting guests. “Do you think
it’s time?”
I looked around the lawn. There were certainly plenty of people in attendance: my
siblings and I, of course; Ben’s wife Sarah, my nephews, and Isabel and Stella. Lots of members
of the Nature Conservancy we’d met over the course of the project had come. Waiters walked
through the crowd carrying trays of champagne poured in flutes. But I didn’t see Kitty. She’d
RSVP’d yes to the invitation; she’d flown in from Palm Beach for the event. But the sun was
setting and soon it would be dark. “Let’s wait five more minutes,” I said. “Then we’ll have to get
on with it.”
Just then, I saw Kitty striding across the lawn, dressed head to toe in neon Moschino
camouflage. I smiled. The woman was as audacious as ever with her fashion choices; some
things never changed.
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“Look at that gorgeous sunset,” Kitty said mournfully. “How your father loved them
here.”
“Thank you for coming,” I said. “Grab a glass of champagne; you’re just in time.”
Ben, Shannon and I went over to Becca, who was standing next to the red ribbon, holding
a pair of garden shears; we agreed that it would be an apropos modification of the usual ribboncutting ceremony. Becca handed me the shears and gave a little speech. I cut the ribbon and the
audience clapped and clinked their champagne flutes.
“Please, everyone feel free to explore the improved walking paths and enjoy the plant
identification signs throughout the woods. We’ve opened up the shell cottage especially for the
event—just go down this path and follow the signs that are part of our new wayfinding system—
you can’t miss it.” After exploring the woods, partygoers were to gather on Shannon’s pool
terrace for music, drinks, and hors d’oeuvres.
“Come on, let’s go,” Isabel said. She was home for the summer after her first year of
college. People were already walking along the path into the woods. Kitty, Shannon, Ben and I
walked toward the shell cottage. I saw Stella and her cousins further up the path. Now that we no
longer spent long Sunday summer afternoons and dinners at the house, I hadn’t visited the shell
cottage in ages.
It was twilight by the time we reached the little structure. Someone had cleared off the
big farmhouse table and had filled it, along with the fireplace mantel and the old altar, with
votive candles. The rich, golden light cast dramatic shadows and the iridescent shell mosaics
seemed to glow from within. Maybe it was the sight of my parents’ memorials. Or maybe it was
my own memories of all that had happened there. Or maybe it was being in the presence of my
family after such a long time apart. Or maybe it was a little of all three. But as I walked the
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perimeter of the cottage, I felt a sense of peace. I was no longer the same person as when I’d
started those mosaics so many years ago. So much had happened since then, but finally I felt I
was exactly where I needed to be.
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